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Abstract 
This practice-led research project is designed to explore the phenomena of narrative cohesion in 
developing an original transmedia novel. In doing so, transmedia storytelling is positioned as a 
philosophical lens that mediates the intersection of print and digital creative writing. A 
combination of textual analysis and media specific analysis is used to establish and articulate 
patterns of cohesion in an array of various transmedia works. This illuminates the ontological 
nature of storyworlds, narrative discourse approaches to cross-sited storytelling, and the use of 
social semiotics as a way to frame the interaction of discrete semiotic modes across and within 
distinct media. Based on this analysis, the research proposes a logic of disparateness as a 
theoretical framework that leverages the tension between worldbuilding and character 
construction to contribute to the cohesion of a transmedia narrative. The framework draws from, 
and is applied to, the creative work Martyrs: The life and afterlife of Collin Ampersand, arguing 
‘the book’, as a physical artefact, still plays a vital role on the continuum of narrative innovation 
and experimentation.  
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Introduction 
 
This practice-led research project is concerned with the type(s) of narrative cohesion that emerge 
in the creation of an original transmedia novel when it sits at the nexus of print and digital 
creative writing. Transmedia storytelling (TS), introduced into academic discourse by Henry 
Jenkins (2003) as part of his wider theorising of convergence culture, represents the coordinated, 
interdisciplinary, and often complex dispersal of narrative content across different sites. For 
creative writers, TS necessitates working within the affordances and limitations of not one, but 
multiple mediums. This presents opportunities to examine the theoretical and practical 
challenges in developing a print novel as part of a wider, cohesive ecology of digital texts. This 
research attempts to identify and address these challenges by answering the research question if 
print and digital narratives interact in diverse and nuanced ways, how might narrative cohesion 
be seen to be developed or understood at their intersection? 
     The research responds to the question through a range of methodologies, culminating in a 
theoretical framework for transmedial narrative cohesion, the logic of disparateness. This 
framework is drawn from, and contributes to, the creative work presented as part of this research, 
an original transmedia novel titled Martyrs: the life and afterlife of Collin Ampersand. The novel 
extends into digital realms through a blog, filmic sequences, visual art, poetry, and music, and, as 
such, is positioned as a site of research, as well as itself being a research outcome. In this way, 
Martyrs functions as a site of experimentation that facilitates critical reflection on the challenges 
and opportunities inherent in bringing together print and digital forms of storytelling. For the 
purpose of examination, Martyrs is broken into two sections. Chapters 1-16 (42,000 words) form 
the examinable portion of the work, which is weighted at 40%. Chapters 17-20 are included in 
the appendix. This exegesis (40,000 words) is weighted at 60% for examination. But the journey 
of this project does not begin with any specific idea for a transmedia novel, or with my 
postgraduate introduction to Henry Jenkins. 
     When I was younger I had trouble with reading and writing. I had difficulty holding onto the 
shapes of words in my head. It was at this time, when I was about ten, that I discovered comic 
books. Comics offered me something the written word on its own did not: visual context. Of 
course, I was not aware of intermediality (see Wolf, 2010; Rippl & Etter, 2015) when I was 
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younger, but that was part of what I enjoyed about comics – words and pictures working together 
to create something greater than its parts. 
     The primary reason I enjoyed comics so much, however, (and here I am talking about the two 
big superheroes companies, Marvel Comics and DC Comics) was the connectivity of the 
fictional worlds. I could read an issue of Spider-Man, then he would appear in an issue of X-
Men, and then I could watch the same characters in a cartoon on Friday mornings before school. 
In comics I found storyworlds with deep histories and complex character interactions. And 
because of the kinds of superpowers characters likes Spider-Man and Superman have, they could 
literally shape their world in response to how the world shaped them.  
     Writing on the notion of a shared universe, like the ones found in serial comic books, 
narratologists Marie-Laure Ryan and Jan-Noel Thon argue part of the ongoing success of these 
worlds is in their immersive quality, “the recipient is spared the cognitive effort of building a 
world and its inhabitants from a largely blank slate. The world is already in place when the 
recipient takes his or her first steps in it again” (2014, 1). That a world already exists for readers 
means comic stories can focus on the narrative at hand, without having to establish the logic the 
characters adhere to in their existence. 
     Of course, it is not an entirely easy process for a writer to take steps in an already established 
world. DC Comics found this problem in the 1980s, when their 50-year history as a publisher 
meant their comic universes (collectively called The DC Multiverse), and the heroes themselves, 
were entangled in an intricate web of history, inconsistent representation, and retroactively 
applied continuity. While this complexity was perhaps interesting to some keen readers, as 
comics scholar Adam Murdough points out, “to others the dense intertextuality and seeming 
redundancy of this storytelling framework appeared daunting and confusing” (2006, 4). The 
publishing team at DC set about fixing the overly complex history of their characters and their 
characters’ worlds in a narrative event called Crisis on Infinite Earths (1985-1986) which 
brought every version of every character together across a number of issues of separate comic 
books, and, indeed, meant that every universe in the multiverse was connected, shared, and able 
to be moved across narratively by the characters. The event, apart from being the first multi-issue 
and title narrative of its kind, had ramifications for how time, and as a consequence the cohesion 
that arises from its deployment, is now conceptualised across separate comic issues, which form 
parts of a whole story.  
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     It wasn’t until I was at university that I started reading novels. When I did, I discovered 
writers who played with the same character-world dynamic in rich and diverse ways. Works such 
as Ian McEwan’s Atonement (2001), where the postscript reveals the previous three sections of 
the novel were a semi-fictional account written by one of the characters included in the accounts; 
and Raymond Federman’s Double or Nothing (1992), where the narrator tells the story of a 
writer trying to narrate a story to the point of failure. Early in my postgraduate study I became 
interested in the ways in which a creative writer could, over the course of creating an original 
work, develop cohesion between narrative platforms in the same way mainstream comics now 
exploit their known storyworlds to create cohesion between issues. This research is concerned 
with examining how narrative content dispersed over print and digital sites can be seen to 
connect, to offer an audience a cohesive experience despite the affordances and limitations of the 
different media influencing the form and content of the narrative as it is enacted.  
     In interrogating the types(s) of cohesion that can be activated when a print narrative is 
formulated as part of a wider ecology of digital texts, the research builds on work conducted by 
practitioners and researchers like Christy Dena (2009, 2013), and Carlos Scolari (2009, 2013) 
whose emphasis on semiotic multimodality highlights that a dexterous use of modes is not, in 
and of itself, wholly disruptive to cohesive meaning making. This research posits that strategic 
choices made when constructing a narrative across the print and digital nexus are decisions 
grounded in creative writing practice.  
     This view somewhat problematises the current understanding of TS as a practice in its own 
right. As the research will demonstrate, there is a cleft view of TS and its functionality, 
particularly where creative writing is concerned. Primarily this is because of TS’s position within 
the wider field of research in convergence culture, a theory deeply rooted in media studies. 
Indeed, Jenkins’ research into convergence (2006, 2014), while foundational in describing the 
mechanics that have led to the rise of TS, leaves room for a more focused consideration into 
what that might mean for creative writers wanting to experiment in this space.    
     In the decade since Jenkins first introduced the concept of TS as a form of storytelling that 
emerged out of convergence culture (2006, 2014), researchers have concerned themselves with 
increasing the theoretical scope of TS and demonstrating diverse approaches to the problem. 
Increasingly, these approaches represent cross-disciplined, hybrid and, at times, conflicting 
ontological frameworks. As Kalogeras  observes, there is an initial terminological problem, as 
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scholars and practitioners have, at various times, used, the terms “cross-platform, cross-media, 
multiplatform, and integrated media” (2014, 21) to describe what is essentially TS, each term 
carrying with it nuanced and distinct implications for the nature of the ecologies they are trying 
to explain. Even within the concept of TS (and as Jenkins (2011) contends, TS is only one form 
of logic with which to frame the distribution of narrative content across media) there are 
differing views on the timeline of its appearance as a practice. As Mittell identifies, the practice 
of expanding a narrative across media is “as old as media themselves; think of paintings 
dramatising biblical scenes or the iconic nineteenth-century characters such as Frankenstein or 
Sherlock Holmes whose narrative scope transcends any single medium” (2014, 253).  This is not 
an uncommon assertion, especially among media theorists, concerning the difference between 
transmedia and transmedia storytelling; the historical antecedents of old narratives being retold 
in new mediums are often conflated with the coordinated and preconceived distribution of a TS 
narrative (Jenkins, 2011). 
      Characterising the relationship between the different media inherent in a TS text, too, has 
proven a site of contention. Collin Harvey (2014), for instance, argues for a taxonomy based on 
the legal relationships between narrative properties and the role memory plays in an audience’s 
navigation of TS texts. Alternatively, Christy Dena (2011) attempts to outline different types of 
TS stories based on the organisation of narrative elements. These range from collecting insular 
stories that share the same universe, to the pre-planned, strategically executed dispersal of 
narrative elements across a complex network. The resulting conceptual understanding of TS 
contributes to the problem of focus for creative writing practitioners who want to develop a 
theoretical understanding of TS in order to leverage that understanding in executing a purposeful, 
realised work. Marc Ruppel (2012), for instance, has sought to articulate a ‘language’ of 
transmedia narrative, exploring the concept of a narrative network. Tom Abba deploys (2009) 
more focused investigation on the narrative mechanics at work in relation to speculative fiction 
and transmedia storytelling. Extensions of Jenkins’ early ‘platform’ centricity can be seen in the 
work of Andrea Philips (2012), who seeks to illuminate the practical concerns of transmedia 
storytelling rather than to explore the theoretically weighted aspects of the concept. The term 
‘transmedia’ has also seen broad conceptual growth, evidenced in its prefixtual attachment to 
other discipline native concepts such as ‘Branding’ (Willaims, 2013); ‘Designer’ (DeMartino, 
2013); and ‘Drama’ (Evans, 2008).  
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     Alongside these debates, traditional forms of storytelling such as ‘the novel’ are being 
challenged and reconfigured to fit broader, technologically mediated and more semiotically 
diverse definitions. To this end, much research into transmedia storytelling has focused on the 
dispersal of media content over digital spaces, with specific investigation of film and television 
properties (see Murray, 2012; Clarke 2012; Jenkins, Ford and Green 2013) and “experiments in 
enhanced books, the reinvigorated notions of multimedia and the increasing convergence of 
books, games and video” (Young, 2011, para.7).  
     However, ‘the book’ as a physical object continues to play a valuable part on the continuum 
of narrative experimentation and innovation. S. (Abrams & Dorst, 2013), The Kills, (House, 
2013a) Tree of Codes (Foer, 2010), The Unfortunates (Johnson, [1969] 1999), and Flight Paths 
(Pullinger & Joseph, 2007) are examples of novels that challenge traditional notions of 
physicality and storytelling through playing with the boundaries of the printed page, and in some 
instances, extending beyond them. These experimentations raise questions related to the function 
of a physical book in a transmedial sphere where there is a conceptual and modal distance 
between narrative contact points that doesn’t exist in a wholly digital narrative ecology.  
     By examining the question of how to understand and develop cohesion at the intersection of 
the print and digital creative writing, the research does not intend to offer definitive answers, but 
attempts to engage with the question from theoretical and practical standpoints. This 
combination allows for a contribution to growing discourse around the affordances and 
limitations of a physical book as part of a digitally mediated experience. This is evidenced in 
Martyrs, as a creative work. As a research outcome, Martyrs draws from and contributes to the 
development of a theoretical framework that explicitly addresses the phenomena of cohesion, 
and as a result, considers the role storyworlds and characters play in meaning making when 
leveraged across the nexus into digital spaces.  
     In an attempt to avoid the conceptual rigidity associated with terms such as ‘reader’ or 
‘viewer’, the research purposefully refers to consumers of transmedia stories as an ‘audience’. 
This is not to negate the theoretical grounding that underpins these other terms, but is a way of 
maintaining an analytical agility in discussing the disparate arrangement of textual elements 
presented in diverse narrative ecologies. Martyrs brings into focus a sharper contextual 
awareness of the intersection of print and digital creative writing than transmedia theory and 
practice, on its own, can sustain.  
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Thesis Map 
 
Chapter One provides a contextual review of the current literature around TS thinking, 
specifically illuminating how cohesion can be found in the practices of creative writing, even 
when they extend beyond linguistic modes. Using the work of media theorist Marshal McLuhan 
([1964] 2012), the research positions TS as a philosophical lens through which a narrative 
ecology can be seen as a networked system, creating a liminal space between the narrative being 
told and the network that allows the telling to occur. TS acts as a mediating force, bringing 
disparate affordances and limitations of diverse media into dialogue. Narrative cohesion is 
considered in terms of forms and networks, and hypertext fiction is discussed as a historical and 
theoretical precedent. William Gibson’s conception of a notional universe (Wallace-Wells, 2011) 
is introduced, and linked to the practice of writing across digital spaces as part of a narrative 
ecology. Discussion of Influential TS narratives are weaved throughout the review, which draws 
on the critical foundations of transmedia storytelling (see Jenkins, 2003, 2006, 2010; Long, 
2007; Dena 2009, 2011, 2013; Giavagnoli, 2011; Scolari, 2009, 2013) to contextualise the 
relevance of the line of inquiry. The theoretical scope is then sharpened to account for specific 
investigation into the relationship between media specificity and cohesion by drawing on 
narrative theorists such as Ryan (2005, 2006), Genette (1980), Hansen (2012) and Herman 
(2002, 2009), investigating how traditional and emergent narrative models might be seen to 
operate in a transmedial landscape. Having established these lines of inquiry, the research turns 
its analytical focus to the process of interpretation, drawing from semiotics (Eco, 1979, 1989) as 
the foundation from which multimodality (Gibbons, 2010a, 2010b, 2012; Scolari 2009, 2013; 
Kress, 2012; Hayles, 2010) can be examined as an agent of narrative communication.  
     Chapter Two outlines the program of research, including specific discussion of the 
methodology and practice-led philosophy (Edmonds & Candy, 2010; Smith and Dean, 2006; 
Bolt, 2007) underpinning the research. Martyrs is contextualised as a method and site of 
research, and this chapter provides the relevant theoretical discussion in which an academic 
novel can be seen as a method of knowledge contribution (Krauth, 2008). Of particular 
importance to the inquiry is the combined approach of drawing on textual analysis (McKee, 
2003) and media specific analysis (MSA) (Hayles, 2004). While the research acknowledges 
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these two methods of qualitative analysis are quite different, this chapter makes a case for using 
them together as a means of approaching the analysis of modally, materially, and textually 
diverse transmedial narratives.     
     Chapter Three draws together other examples of transmedia and influential works, such as 
The Kills (House, 2013a), The Silent History (Horowitz, Detrby, and Moffett, 2014), and S. 
(Abrams & Dorst, 2013), to both situate Martyrs within the broadening field of experimental TS 
works, and to identify a number of challenges and possible solutions apparent in developing 
cohesion across the print/digital nexus. Patterns of cohesive transmedia operations are discussed, 
which contributes to the formulation the theoretical framework.   
     Chapter Four outlines the logic of disparateness. It builds on the analysis of the previous 
chapter and bridges the theory and practice of writing for TS, formulating the ways cohesion can 
be seen to stem from the character-world tension. This section covers the three elements of the 
logic of disparateness; namely, relational world theory, subjective ontological metalepsis, and 
iterative multimodality. Through these separate but interrelated concepts, the research identifies 
and addresses challenges and approaches to developing cohesion in transmedia narrative works. 
In this way the framework contributes new knowledge to the critical discourse around 
transmedia theory and creative writing practice.    
     Chapter Five applies the logic of disparateness to the creative work, evaluating its 
effectiveness by discussing the ways Martyrs can be seen to enact experimental formations of 
cohesion within a networked ecology of texts. In scrutinising Martyrs, the research examines the 
influence acts of narration and representation have on the kind of sense an audience can make 
from a text, specifically highlighting the tension between character and storyworld as an agent of 
cohesion. This is then explored in relation to the specific limitations and affordances of media 
utilised in Martyrs, and the way in which the material and ephemeral elements of the story are 
positioned as narratively significant. This positioning has a destabilising effect on traditionally 
held notions of permanence and fluidity that are often applied to material and digital texts, 
allowing for a more modally dexterous exploration of meaning making. 
     Chapter six articulates the significance of the project, tracing its contribution to knowledge 
and reporting the influence the logic of disparateness might have for TS theorists and creative 
writers. 
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      Martyrs is presented for examination at the end of this document. The significance of the 
creative work is in its attempt to combine specific narrative and semiotic devices to contradict or 
reveal reflexive notions of cohesion exhibited in a transmedial narrative ecology. It is the 
intention that the exegesis is read before the creative work. While Martyrs is a novel in its own 
right, its value to the research is as a site and a method for contributing new knowledge to the 
field of TS, the expression of which is presented explicitly in the exegesis. This arrangement is 
designed to privilege Martyrs as research, rather than as a demonstrative creative work. It is only 
after the novel has fulfilled this function that it can be read as a text that, by its own existence, 
also contributes critical and creative insight into the field of TS.     
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1.Contextual review  
 
To begin developing an understanding of how print and digital components of a single narrative 
might interact, and how cohesion might develop in the site of that interaction, it is necessary to 
establish what cohesion could mean in the context of creative writing. But the task at hand is 
more than definitional, and covers a number of theoretical discursive territories. Narratology, 
with its focus on narrative discourse (Genette, 1980; Fludernik, 2009) helps to establish the ways 
textual layers operate in a narrative, providing some grounding in cohesive narrative practices. 
As a framework, however, narratology presents a rigidity that is problematic when discussing 
narrative movement between discrete media. Semiotics is useful in this regard because it 
facilitates the theorising of multimodality (Gibbons, 2010a, 2010b, 2012; Scolari 2009, 2013; 
Kress, 2010, 2012) as an agent of meaning making. This provides some grounding in modally 
dexterous cohesive practices, but semiotics does not, itself, provide a complete account of the 
ways print and digital narrative can interact.  
     The fields of media studies, computing sciences, literary criticism, and narrative theory have 
all seen recent debate about the interplay between storytelling and technology. Topics range 
through storytelling and cognition (Gibbons, 2012; Ryan, 2006, 2005), the impact of pervasive 
computing practices (Farman, 2012, 2014; Dena 2009), the role of consumer or participant 
(Jenkins, 2006; Scolari 2013), and the shifting conceptualisations of narrative as a practice of 
design (Dena, 2009) and cross-sited functionality (Long, 2007). Henry Jenkins’ own work on 
convergence theory is useful in describing why TS is emerging as a practice, but does not 
provide a vocabulary for creative writers to explore their own cross-media, multimodal, 
narrative.  
     Examining how cohesion can overlap different media requires an ontological framework that 
accounts for the specificity of media (both affordances and limitations) and a nuanced 
consideration of what happens when they intersect. There is a need to balance the related fields 
of TS theory, media studies, narrative theory, and literary theory if there is to be any progress 
gained in examining how a TS novel can operate cohesively. Creative writing practice that 
operates within this kind of ontological framework has the potential to disrupt traditionally held 
notions of the print/digital dynamic, and bring to the surface insights about how cohesion can 
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develop across sites, modes, and forms of storytelling. The cohesion that develops for creative 
writers at this intersection draws on a more complex combination of narrative tools, but also 
offers a richer and more dexterous tool kit to draw on. 
     Predominantly it is the pursuit of understanding this dexterity that requires a shift away from 
considering TS as a practice in and of itself. Situated, as this research is, in the broader creative 
writing landscape where the ontological status of ‘the book’ is becoming more fluid, issues 
around narrative cohesion and materiality require an approach that is informed by, but not rigidly 
aligned with work already done in establishing the scope of TS as a practice.  
 
1.1 Narrative cohesion in a digital ecology 
 
1.1.1 Transmedia as a philosophical lens 
Central to the functionality of transmedia narratives is the dispersal of narrative content over 
different spaces or sites. The nature of stories told in this way, connected and fragmented, speak  
to wider theorising of human connectivity that is at the heart of convergence theory (Jenkins,  
2006), and has the potential to inform decisions made by creative practitioners working with  
narrative. In his 2006 work Convergence Culture: where old and new media collide, Henry  
Jenkins accounts for a technological and cultural shift away from singular media entities. He 
argues media consumption more accurately involves “flow of content across multiple media 
platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behaviour of 
media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment 
experiences they want” (2006, 2). This understanding privileges an audience’s role in the 
paradigm, framing convergence as more than a process of merging technological functions 
within increasingly singular devices (Jenkins, 2006, 3). It is a system whereby individuals and 
communities are given increasing control of their media consumption, and contribute to the 
consumption of others through production (Verstraete, 2011, 536).  
     Jenkins’ early discussion on participatory culture did draw criticism over the assumptions it 
makes about the intersection of media and cultural studies (Hay and Couldry, 2011) and whether 
its articulation is nuanced enough to accurately describe the potential for political and social 
agency (Couldry, 2011). But ultimately Convergence Culture, and the discussion it allowed, was 
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intended, in Jenkins’ own words, as “a corrective to the excesses of ‘digital revolution’ rhetoric” 
(2014, 270).  
     The notion of the people using communication systems, or networks, is therefore central to 
understanding the way those networks can be leveraged in terms of the distribution and 
production of content. This is significant because it presupposes an ‘interactivity’ not steeped in 
gimmicky or deterministic design. Rather, it foregrounds the emergence of a genuine relationship 
between audience and content consumed – or in the case of this research, the stories they are 
immersed in. In this way, Jenkins work can be seen to build on the work of media theorist 
Marshal McLuhan, who wrote extensively on the connectivity of media. 
     In his 1964 work Understanding Media, McLuhan uses the overarching metaphor of the 
human central nervous system, the “electric network that coordinates the various media of our 
senses” (47, ([1964] 2012) to describe this relationship. Rather than being an imitation, however, 
McLuhan argues that media technologies are metaphorical extensions of our own nervous 
systems, and as such, channel sensory information to us for decoding. The complexity of this 
arrangement is useful in framing the function of narrative elements in a TS story, as it allows for 
multiple ways to convey a story, linked to the capacity of whichever media is employed.           
     It is within this context the research argues that transmedia storytelling is most useful as a 
philosophical framework rather than as a discreet set of practices. To consider a transmedia 
narrative is to consider the nexus of different communicative technologies, and the (types of) 
meaning that can be derived from an audience of willing participants. This reasoning is only 
heightened when exploring the intersection of print and digital narrative. If, as Elwell (2013) 
argues, there is a decreasing distance between the qualitative differences of embodied existence 
and representations of that existence through digital mediation, then the negotiation of that 
existence is understandably in the liminal spaces of their entwining.  
     It is pertinent, therefore, to discuss narrative in terms of this entwining. The resulting 
interstices, exemplified by a transmedia narrative that is composed of a material novel furthered 
in digital spaces, presents an ontological arrangement that is at once concerned with the 
materiality of the real world, and the ephemeral nature of the digital one. In this way, the 
research attempts to step away from mutual exclusivity, and embrace what Jurgenson refers to as 
an augmented perspective that sees digitality and physicality as mutually constitutive (as cited in 
Lindgren, 2014, 143). For creative writers working within this view, in a landscape where 
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notions like the ‘book’ and forms like the ‘novel’ are unstable concepts, it is important to 
stipulate what cohesion means, and how it might be developed in a novel that is not bound 
entirely by the physical page.    
 
1.1.2 Cohesion and the novel 
To consider the cohesive properties of a text is to imply that there are disparate elements of a text 
that need connection in the first place, and in the act of cohesion, the elements form a meaningful 
whole or wholes. Narratology as a discipline has sought, in part, to formalise and theorise these 
elements and formulate the significance of their configuration (Fludernik, 2009, 8). As John Pier 
argues (2015), in the study of narrative, from Propp’s morphology of Russian folktale through to 
structuralist narratology of the 60s, continuing on to later considerations of the semiotic and 
cognitive foundations of a narrative, many researchers have worked towards developing an 
understanding of how individual narrative events are combined to create a larger, meaningful 
whole. Further to this, De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2012) observe that, predominantly, 
narratologists have focused on the temporal and causal ordering of events in defining what 
constitutes a narrative, and that while basic definitions differ slightly, the notion of plot as a 
unifying force can be seen to be discussed critically as far back as the dramatic unities in 
Aristotle’s Poetics (c330B.C.).  
     Christy Dena argues that much of the critical work around dramatic unities stems from a 
neoclassical scholarship on Aristotle’s Poetics, from which emerge three overarching elements 
of a narrative that deserve attention in the discussion of narrative cohesion: Unity of Time; Unity 
of Space; and Unity of Action (Walker, as cited in Dena, 2009, 263-264). While there is some 
ambiguity around the purpose of Poetics – whether it is intended as a manual for poets, whether 
it is a rebuttal to Plato’s view of poetry in Republic, or if it is a meta-argument for literary 
criticism itself (Ford, 2015) – unification is a key theme in the elemental make up of a narrative. 
And on the surface, examining how any particular narrative unifies time, space, and action 
through a narratological lens might appear to answer the question of cohesion. I contend, 
however, that cohesion is more nuanced than this unification, and is more than an element of 
textual coherence. Cohesion can be found in texts, as formalists would argue, but also beyond 
them. The practices of creative writers, particularly those that rupture linearity and centralisation 
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of plot, challenge the way texts can be consumed, and, as a consequence, challenge the ways 
cohesion might be developed and meaning made.  
     There is a long history of authors, particularly those working within a postmordern 
framework, experimenting with the idea of a narrative whole, making the process of arranging 
time and plot a transparent one. In Raymond Federman’s 1971 novel, Double or nothing: A real 
fictitious discourse, Federman offers this advice in bold and bordered typeface to his readers, on 
an unnumbered page that precedes the narrative: “This is not the beginning.” More than 
establishing a solid link to postmodern narrative aesthetics (although it certainly achieves this), 
Federman is orienting his audience to the fact that the beginning of the novel is not the beginning 
of the narrative contained within it. The next section of the novel, which the index titles 
“Prologue where the intramural relationships of three persons whose real and fictitious 
existences are closely related are established” (260), continues this orientation for the reader, 
establishing the reflexive, and, indeed, complex relationship between the narrator(s) and 
narratee(s), who are all characters in the work. The complexity of these relationships is 
reinforced by Federman’s grammatical choice in the use of extremely long sentences (some of 
them a page long), which eventually disintegrate into shapes and patterns made from combining 
words in nontraditional formatting.   
     In a sense, experimental novels like Federman’s rely on their materiality to provide 
boundaries to experiment within. The edges of the page, and the concrete nature of text once it is 
printed on that page, provides the edges of form that the narrative can work within. Federman’s 
novel uses these edges to decentralise a narrative point of view, having three narrators (the 
second an invention of the first, the third an invention of the second), and yet there is cohesion in 
the text.  
     Geir Farner (2014, 318) draws attention to this notion of materiality, arguing that a literary 
work, by being contained between two covers, already establishes a kind of wholeness, and in 
doing so confers to the reader the job of questioning and drawing meaning from the arrangement 
of narrative events contained within any one work. Farner’s distinction is rooted in her broader 
questioning of how and why people read literary fiction, rather than looking solipsistically at the 
narrative text in isolation from its consumption. In her view, there has been a trend in literary 
theory to conflate wholeness with coherence; consequently, the difficulty in discussing how 
different narrative elements can be cohesively combined has stalled somewhat at a definitional 
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level. Farner writes, “A group of readers may agree on fixed rules, but these rules are an 
obligation they assume voluntarily, and it has no natural bearing on the function of literature” 
(2014, 319). From this, we can begin to question the implications of a narrative that moves 
beyond covers, and subsequently, beyond the ‘voluntary’ rules of reading that have allowed 
postmodern experimentalists like Federman to bind their textual constructions to the materiality 
of their medium. In the interest of sharpening our consideration of what cohesion means for the 
novel, it is necessary to investigate how wholeness can be conceptualised when not reliant upon 
the material completeness offered by traditionally bound books.  
     The 2014 novel, The Silent History, collaboratively written by Eli Horowitz, Matthew Derby, 
and Kevin Moffett, started its life as a serialised narrative designed as an iOS application 
(Sudden Oak, 2016), with sections of the work being uploaded individually along with other 
mixed media, for an audience to explore through their smart devices. The different sections of 
the novel take the form of testimonials, transcripts of the history of an epidemic that affects an 
escalating number of children who are born without the faculties to learn, process, or use any 
form of language. Collected into a bound print edition, the work still moves beyond the printed 
page in that the narrative also draws on locative literature practices, with sections of the story 
only made available to readers who wander specific locations around the world with their smart 
devices. In a review for The Guardian, author Richard House writes of the work, “In other 
creative disciplines, these interdisciplinary and inclusive aspects aren’t unusual; a good number 
of artists, particularly painters in the US, have developed site-specific pieces. For this to work so 
well within publishing, though, does signify an impressive development” (2014b). And despite 
the limitations of such locative practices, namely the necessity of being in a specific geographic 
location to access parts of the story, the negotiation of text and technology in The Silent History 
highlights a need for a sharper consideration of how narrative texts can be constructed to make 
sense to a reader, even when the construction itself challenges the act of sense making.    
    The fragmented nature of the novel, which collects fictional transcripts of interviews over the 
space of 30 years, allows the reader to piece together a whole picture of the narrative, even when 
there are gaps of years between the interviews. That the reader can assemble ‘a’ whole picture 
rather than ‘the’ whole picture is an important distinction. The multiple perspectives from which 
the story is told and the gaps in narration (indicated by moving through time) leave for the reader 
a number of opportunities to seek out further information (whether it be in the mixed media 
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included in the iOS application, or in the location based sections). More importantly, however, 
the narrative does not offer a definitive ‘telling’ of the story. No one character’s point of view is 
totally correct in the assumptions it makes about the cause, purpose, or meaning of the epidemic, 
and only through consuming as many sections as possible does a reader begin to assemble a 
broad enough picture to make sense of the narrative events.  
     The growing impact of new and emerging technologies requires writers and scholars alike to 
consider not just how a text can be structured to make logical sense, but how a number of 
disparate texts, across a number of discrete mediums, can be arranged to make sense, and allow 
an audience to navigate the construction in a way that encourages meaning making. It is in this 
regard that the research refers to cohesion: not simply as an agent of textual coherence or 
‘sameness’, but as a practice based force requiring consumption to have an outcome; a 
conceptual unification of narrative elements that, while themselves may be discrete (and 
sometimes oppositional in tone, content, modality, or structure), can be arranged to create a 
cohesive whole or wholes. It is in works like The Silent History that we can begin to explore 
what it might mean for a work to be considered ‘whole’, particularly as our understanding of 
what constitutes a ‘book’ is shifting away from (but not excluding) Farner’s (2014) two covers 
with some pages in-between.   
      
1.1.3 The ‘new’ novel  
It is an important aspect of this research to examine the ways our relationship to concepts of the 
book or novel are changing, and from there, discuss the ways creative writing practices are 
changing them. Technology, undoubtedly, is playing a role in reshaping the way we conceive of 
the novel, and subsequently, influencing the ways in which we understand the ontological nature 
of a book.  
     Katherine Hayles, in her 2008 work Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary 
points out that the changing nature of books is, in part, due to their already inherent digital 
existence. Hayles writes, “So essential is the digitality to the contemporary process of 
composition, storage, and production that print should properly be considered a particular output 
for digital files, rather than a medium separate from digital instantiation” (159). Hayles goes on 
to argue that, while print and digital literature function in vastly different capacities, the inherent 
digitality of every book means that the two are best considered dynamic parts of a media 
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ecology, and that rather than being seen as separate or binary categorisations, print and digital 
texts are interdependent (2008, 160). On the surface, one can look at e-reading devices like 
Amazon’s Kindle, or the Kobo (an anagram for the word book) reader as examples of this 
interdependence. The purpose of these devices is to reproduce the print reading experience as 
closely as possible, while taking advantage of connectivity to wireless internet networks. The 
text reproduced on the screens of these devices can be highlighted, can be changed in terms of 
font and font size, and because of the internet connectivity, books can be downloaded almost 
immediately and words and phrases are searchable in dictionaries and thesauruses. But these 
examples are not demonstrative of the vast complexity of an ecologised reading and writing 
environment. They represent, at best, a convenient way to read print literature. To examine the 
complexity of a media ecology, it is necessary to move beyond devices like these, because for all 
their convenience, they are ill-equipped to facilitate innovative interactions between text and 
technology, and therefore do not operate as a site for creative writers to experiment with their 
craft in a way that takes advantage of the affordances of technology.  
     Craig Mod, in Book: a Futurist’s Manifesto (2012) highlights this argument, citing Mark Z. 
Danielewski’s 1996 novel Only Revolutions. Danielewski’s novel is an artefactual narrative, with 
two stories being told from each end of the novel and meeting in the middle. This requires a 
reader to continually flip the book upside down and around for the duration of the reading 
process. This process necessitates the book be read in its physical form to maintain meaning. Or 
rather, as Mod argues, the act of digitising the text would essentially remove the possibility of 
encountering certain layers of meaning (2012, para 6).     
     The discussion of how technology is changing books has been around much longer than 
reading devices like the Kindle or the Kobo, and notions of what a book is and what a book does 
have been the subject of challenge for decades. And where materiality is given consideration it is 
often in light of the affordances of digital technology. Nigel Krauth (2014) identifies four trends 
in the discussion around the changing nature of books: an emerging focus on app and web-based 
books that are born digitally; more examples of print based books adopting multimodal elements 
into their creation; the ability of fans or consumers to ‘write back’ to a text, or interact with a 
book and its author; and the increased presence of multimodality as a framework for 
understanding how different modes of communication can interact simultaneously across a print 
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and digital text. From this we can see there is a fundamental movement towards acknowledging 
form and content as twin spirals on the double helix of narrative DNA.  
     Publisher and web developer Hugh Maguire acknowledges this, arguing that it is mainly due 
to preconceived conceptions that we see some linguistic arrangements as forming a ‘book’ and 
others forming something like a webpage. Maguire writes, “if you think about ‘books’ – which 
are, more or less, collections of words, sentences, and images arranged in a particular way – and 
compare them to, say, websites – which are, more or less, collections of words, sentences, 
images, audio, and video arranged  in a particular way – there is a jarring distinction that presents 
itself” (2012, para 2). Maguire cites the lingering romantic view of a book being authoritative, 
and that the internet, because of its open access structures and tendency for self-aggrandising 
through social media, is often framed as less authoritative, and therefore not as ‘important’. Of 
course, as Maguire points out, this dichotomising is at best useless in any practical sense, and at 
worst, mutually inhibitive. And one need not look at the immediately recent output of 
experimental digital books to observe this.  
     Kate Pullinger and Chris Joseph’s Inanimate Alice (2005), a work conceived as digital novel, 
exists entirely on a webpage. The book combines video, interactive text, recordings, and, 
recently, fan made ‘episodes’, to tell the story of a young girl named Alice and her imaginary 
friend Brad. The novel draws on the multimodal capabilities of digital technology, and indeed, 
has grown a large audience of school aged children who often encounter the text for the first time 
in the classroom. That the project began in 2005, now over a decade ago, is indicative that books 
are not in the position of becoming digital and complex multimodal renderings. It is 
demonstrative of the fact that they already are, have been for a long time, and will continue to 
exist in this hybrid fashion – and perhaps even move beyond it.  
     Writing on the future of a book as a networked device, John Potts argues “progress is a 
language of discontinuity, in which the old is thought to be obliterated by the new, which is 
inherently superior. But there is no reason for the old to disappear completely” (2014, 51). If 
print books, eBooks (such as those found on e-reading devices), and digital books borne of the 
internet all have different (and sometimes shared) capabilities, we are better off, artistically, and 
functionally, to have access and the opportunity to develop all three (Maguire, 2012). More than 
this, however, the yet unconstructed form of a ‘new’ book(s) could well be coming, and in all 
likelihood, will not replace print literature, but add to it – enrich the fiction of a narrative novel 
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with more complex arrangements of elements, more than a linguistic toolkit, and broaden its 
capabilities with less than a pair of covers to indicate beginnings and ends. On this theme, Kate 
Eltham writes “there’s a veil between us and the future we can’t penetrate, but instead of that veil 
separating us from next century, it separates us from next year” (2014, 28), to which I would 
add, the only way the veil will be lifted is by writers working towards orchestrating the act 
through the practice of creative writing. 
          When we look at the novel as a form, questioning what it is and what it does, the same 
conclusion is usually reached: it is, and does, the linguistic depiction of fictional events (Farner, 
2014). This framing is broad enough to envelope the vast majority of long form written narrative 
works in existence. However, it is limiting for a creative writer to view the novel as a form of 
totality. While it does indeed ‘do’ the linguistic depiction of fictional events, it is not restricted to 
only that capacity. In the domain of the hybrid, creative writers working across the print/digital 
nexus need to consider not only how a story can be told – linguistically, visually, aurally – but 
how different parts of a story can be told differently, and cohesively, to create a meaningful 
whole(s). It is here we must not be limited by examining the novel as a form undergoing 
mechanistic change. Instead, we can consider the novel as part of an ecological arrangement. 
What forces of consumption are at work that may contribute to the cohesive nature of a novel not 
contained by covers, not singularly accessed through the act of turning pages?     
  
1.1.4 Ecology of mediation 
Digital narratives, Jenifer Smith argues, might be described as “interactive, networked, and 
variable” (2012, 158), but that network is increasingly widening to encompass more than 
creative texts. Elwell, for instance, writing on the relationship between identity and self-
representation, argues ubiquitous computing, wireless technology, and the pervading uses of 
digitally mediated interactions are “designed to both anticipate and trigger our needs and desires 
whereby experience and identity take shape in the space between online and off-line” (2013, 
235). This, she posits, is because analogue and digital identities are no longer separate entities, 
and suggests any negotiation of identity is dependent on both, particularly when it occurs within 
a “feedback loop, a dialectic, between the digital and the analog where what happens in one 
domain informs the other” (2013, 237). The implication for creative writers here is that we can 
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position the relationship between digital and print narratives in a similar way; not comprised of 
agents identifiable by differing operational patterns, but as interrelated ports in a cohesive whole. 
In this way, print and digital stories can be seen to cast shadows of themselves in each other, 
implicating kinds of meaning that are interpreted in the liminal, rather than in the wholly textual.      
     So ingrained is the negotiation between analogue and digital, material and the ephemeral, 
however, that the shape of the network can be difficult to articulate in spatial terms and in 
delineating the spaces in between. As Jansson argues, the nexus of public and private space, 
mediated through digital representations, “not only alter the conditions of communication, as we 
know it, but also problematise the status of geographical key categories such as space, place, 
territory, borders, movement, and mobility” (2013, 279-280). For a creative writer wishing to 
leverage these kind of networks in their practice, it is useful to gain a background understanding 
of how they have developed, and what effect their development has had on notions of authorship 
and textuality. In examining the ways cohesion can be seen to be developed or understood at the 
print/digital nexus, it is necessary to articulate the network dynamics that have been (and are) at 
play. 
     The formative shape of this kind of networked interaction can be seen as stemming from the 
early days of the internet, and the metaphorical nature of the language describing its 
connectivity. Marie-Laure Ryan writes of the initial evocation of ‘cyberspace’ and ‘virtual 
reality’, as described by William Gibson’s 1984 speculative fiction novel Neuromancer, as a 
“network functioning as a meeting place for billions of users separated by physical space; and 
the idea of being immersed in a graphic display projected by computer data” (1999, 79-80). For 
decades these terms were used as nouns of descriptive quality, demonstrating the disintegrating 
scission of the ‘real and unreal’ through the mediating characteristics of an evolving technology. 
The use of ‘space’ in cyberspace, perhaps, is the most evocative of the lexical adaptions in 
describing the internet and its connectivity. It implies boundaries; boundaries that might more 
accurately be defined by those who populate them, rather than as the literal or metaphorical 
edges of a space. In an interview with The Paris Review, when asked about the origin of the term 
cyberspace, Gibson himself discusses seeing children play early electronic arcade games and 
advertisements for Apple computers, saying “Everyone is going to have one of these, I thought, 
and everyone is going to want to live inside them. And somehow I knew that the notional space 
behind all the computer screens would be one single universe” (Wallace-Wells, 2011, para 143).   
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     This ‘single universe’ notion is something the research will return to, but for the time being it 
is worth pointing out its implication for creative writers working in digital forms. If we 
conceptualise the internet as a singular space, as Gibson does, in which digital narratives can 
exist, a metafictional architecture occurs that simultaneously conforms to and ruptures the 
fictionality of the narratives themselves. This is particularly evident when writers seek to 
leverage preexisting digital platforms to extend their work. If, for instance, a writer uses a 
fictional blog to give a character a more entrenched and expanded voice, that fictional blog takes 
up a no less legitimate, a no less real virtual space on the internet than a non-fictional construct. 
It can be accessed and navigated away from in similar ways and, while being completely made 
up and perhaps in service to a larger narrative, it exists on the internet in the same way a 
scholarly article or a recipe does, and indeed, can even link to reportage, non-fictional social 
media, and other fictions itself, inhabiting as they do, Gibson’s singular universe. But even 
something as bountiful in fictional and factual information as the internet, there is no meaning to 
be derived without people to access and interpret – consume – the texts themselves.  
     Kopp and Wachsmuth (2012) describe the role hardware plays in this dynamic, pointing 
towards a device’s ability to interpret sensory input from a user, such as gesture or vocal 
commands, and respond accordingly. They observe “that technical artifacts can make human 
observers perceive them as actors in a social interaction, that is, exhibit behaviors that can be 
ascribed agency” (2012, 707). When considered in light of early reflection on the human-
computer relationship, there is a deeply rooted notion of apparent electronic agency, which at 
times attempts to mask the human construction. As Jay David Bolter argues, a computational 
device is “intelligent only in collaboration with human readers and writers” (as cited in Keep, 
1999, 173). This, of course, brings us to consideration of contemporary connectivity, 
characterised by less identifiable boundaries between the digital and the analogue, and what it 
might mean for writers and readers who operate in a narrative vein. This in turn leads us to ask 
what affordances the nexus offers, and what limitations exert themselves in the navigation of the 
print/digital intersection? Transmedia theory, chaotic though it may be on a definitional level, 
offers some insight into the navigation for both writers and their audiences. Ruppel’s (2012) 
notion of ‘migratory cues’, for instance, provides some practical grounding in this navigation. 
Ruppel defines the practice as “assisting the audience in making correspondences and 
connections between the sites” (2012, 62) through the use of signals pointing to new content. 
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Philosophically, however, there is a more nuanced dynamic in effect. If an audience is engaged 
in the seemingly social act of interacting with a device’s interface, can the cues themselves be 
seen to assert an ascribed agency? Or rather, to what extent can audiences be expected to ascribe 
that agency, and when does the artifice become inadequate at sustaining itself? 
     It is useful, for now, to focus the discussion on earlier forms of fiction that operate across a 
network or networks, specifically where digitally mediated narratives converge – if only to ward 
against the seductiveness of a ubiquity that technology can encourage. 
 
1.1.5 Textual ecologies 
The connectivity provided by the early days of the internet saw experimentation in literary 
practices which drew on the same kind of nodal structures and linking mechanisms that the 
internet consists of. The early practices of hypertext fiction consisted of presenting a narrative 
dispersed over nodes, where audiences accessed sections of a story through navigation of links 
on a screen. These stories often culminated in structures that were “multi-linear so that a number 
of different possible routes exist within the same work” (Bell, 2010, 2). Linguistically 
constructed, but expressed through multifarious arrangements of different narrative elements, the 
stories relied heavily on the participation of an audience and the expectation that they would 
traverse different branches of the text in assembling the story (Aarseth, 1997). Aided by the 
expanding capabilities of digital technology, the emergence of these practices captured attention 
from the academy and literary practitioners alike. It resulted in bold claims about the place of 
print literature in a digital society. In 1992, for instance, theorist George Landow argued 
novelists “should feel threatened by hypertext, just as writers of romances and epics should have 
felt threatened by the novel and Venetian writers of Latin tragedy should have felt threatened by 
the Divine Comedy and its Italian text” (as cited in Kendall, 2000, 5). Such claims are, of course, 
incendiary and, while not the focus of this research, useful in highlighting the adversarial nature 
of print and digital writing that has existed, or been said to exist, in much cultural and media 
studies literature. As Pettitt argues, “juxtaposing our digital, internet revolution with both the 
printing and writing revolutions is routine in current commentary, academic or otherwise” (2013, 
53).  
     In early theorising of hypertext fiction, print based analogues were discussed mainly in terms 
of being precursors to the digital hypertext fictions that began to emerge in the early 90s. They 
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were categorised as “proto-hypertext” (Bell, 2010, 2), and argued to require the same kind of 
audience navigation evident in their digital counterparts. Structural devices in printed works such 
as Saporta’s Composition No.1 ([1963] 2011) and Nabokov’s Pale Fire ([1962] 2011) are often 
cited as early print enactments of what would become hypertext fiction. The theoretical 
considerations of these print texts, however, often served to cement the theory’s development 
itself, rather than question its enactment in a different context. Rowberry writes of Pale Fire, 
“Critics suggest that the structural elements of the novel are equivalent to that of a hypertext, 
often ignoring the implications of Nabokov using this structure” (2011, 320). This early focus, 
while avoiding print digital/comparisons layered with needless value claims, neglected to 
examine the potential for integration of print and digital writing across a network that consisted 
of both material and ephemeral spaces. To do so, of course, would require an ontological shift, 
an embracing of the potentially unwieldy outcomes. It would need to consider the shapes of the 
systems enabling the telling of the stories, as well as the stories being told, and the technology 
facilitating the process (continually developing as it is). But more revealingly, it would need to 
consider these aspects in relation to the way people already use the systems which are co-opted 
in the telling.   
 
1.2 Towards practices of cohesion 
 
1.2.1 Storyworlds and materiality 
Reflecting on his career as a novelist, semiotician Umberto Eco posits that novels are not wholly 
and completely a linguistic enterprise, even when they result in a purely linguistic outcome. Eco 
writes of the novel, “to narrate something, you start as a sort of demiurge who creates a world – a 
world that must be as precise as possible, so that you can move around in it with total 
confidence” (2011, 14). Eco’s observation is not about the ‘setting’ of a narrative, so much as it 
is concerned with the larger, spatially significant, notion of a storyworld; a navigable 
construction which acts, more so than the form of any particular narrative, as the frame in which 
characters can interact with each other and the world itself. Importantly, this construction sits not 
in specific media, but over it. And so we can ask, at the intersection of print and digital creative 
writing, what role does storyworld play in developing narrative cohesion? 
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     Henry Jenkins’ definition of TS has continued to develop, progressing to privilege 
intersectionality and evolving aesthetic traditions as pertinent and interrelated points in the 
discussion and practice of transmedia storytelling (Jenkins, 2010, 943). Indeed, the connection 
between narrative elements, and the systems that present them, occupies a prominent linguistic 
space in transmedia analysis.   
     Transmedia involves a narrative universe, or storyworld. Saldre and Torop argue description 
of transmedia theory is pervaded by a cognitive spatial lexicon, evidenced by metaphors such as 
“environment” (Dena, 2009; Herman, 2011) “landscape” (Lemke, 2009; Perryman, 2008) and 
“maps” (Long, 2007) (as cited in Saldre & Torop, 2013, 25-26). Taking this idea further, 
Givagnoli (2011, 39) describes the shape of transmedia universes in four distinct systems, that of 
the Euclidean, the Curved, the Spherical, and the Saddled. These different shapes describe how 
narrative content and narrative sites are dispersed, either in a linear fashion (as in Euclidean), or 
in a nonlinear curvature. Depending on the particular shape, the assembly of different narrative 
components can lead to separate and sometimes unpredictable configurations of story elements.  
     The confluence of these metaphors necessitates a theoretical distinction between the shape of 
the narrative being told and the shape of the narrative sites that enable the telling to occur. Dena 
highlights this as a distinction between story structure and story creation, and posits the unity of 
the two is a design problem concerned with the distribution of time and place across different 
sites that take into account the real world as a vantage point from which the storyworld is viewed 
(2009, 263-268). However, it has also been suggested that the separation of story structure and 
the systems used to represent that structure should be considered a purposeful function of design, 
or that there are “challenges of artistic expression that pertains to presentation, standing apart 
from narrative structure” (Alonso et al. 2001, 331). In any case, it is clear that a narrative 
structure is shaped not only by the elements of story, but also by the ecology of different systems 
used to represent that story. This is evidence of a paradigmatic design approach to transmedia 
storytelling, a focus found in much of the academic literature, giving consideration to the 
aesthetic integration of narrative components. Martyrs attempts to tackle the system-story divide 
from a narrative perspective, investigating how the design of a narrative system, particularly the 
physicality of a book in a wider digital ecology, might be reflexively positioned as narratively 
relevant. 
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     Writing on the usefulness of the terms ‘media’ and ‘medium’ as agents shaping our 
perceptions of what narrative is, narratologist Marie-Laure Ryan argues “the materiality of the 
medium – what we may call its affordances, or possibilities – matters for the type of meanings 
that can be encoded” (2006, 17). The materiality of a text, then, and its interaction with 
“linguistic, rhetorical, and literary practices” (Hayles, 2004, 70), is indicative of a fuller account 
of the dynamism at play in the transmedial landscape where there is at once a deployment of 
narrative occurrences, and occurrences of narrative being negotiated through differing 
materialities.  
     In narrative theory there is also a familiar distinction between story (the sequence of events 
being depicted), and the “presentation and reception of these events in linguistic form” 
(Bridgeman, 2007, 53), commonly referred to as narrative discourse (see Genette, 1980). The 
increased complexity discussed in Jenkins’ (2006) convergence theory comes into play as 
transmedia storytelling offers practitioners more than a linguistic playground to experiment in. It 
offers sites with static-visual, moving images, auditory, musical and technological avenues of 
representation, both in terms of the temporal and spatial capabilities of a single narrative, and in 
the dissemination of individual narrative components. Kate Pullinger and Chris Joseph’s Flight 
Paths (2007), for instance, blends static images edited for movement, dynamic text, and music to 
tell the story of Yacub, a refugee from Dubai, and Harriet, a mother from London. They are 
brought together when the plane Yacub is stowing away on lowers its landing gear, and he falls 
from sky to land on Harriet’s car. Flight Paths is constructed as six chapters on a purpose built 
website, which then connects to Pullinger’s follow up prose novel Landing Gear (2014), 
published in print and electronically. The narrative, as a textual whole, operates across mediums 
and the experimental nature of the electronic texts highlights the consideration of medium 
specific narrative affordances. 
     What is lacking in the current critical discourse, however, is investigation into how the 
particular affordances and boundaries of a print based narrative might contribute narratively to 
the dissemination of content into digital spaces. Martyrs experiments with the physicality of the 
printed page as a means of connecting narrative content across sites. It endeavors to further the 
growing body of narrative experimentation that interrogates key theoretical underpinnings of 
transmedia storytelling. This kind of experimentation is a vital characteristic of transmedia 
practice, and speaks to the complexity of presentation and story across a divergent use of 
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mediums that give the vocabulary of transmedia storytelling weighty conative terms such as 
world building (Dowed et. al, 2013, 34) and story building.   
 
1.2.2 Characters and storyworlds 
Along with the spatial lexicon of transmedia storytelling, many concepts of narrative theory 
“which originally referred to narrator-transmitted verbal storytelling (embodied for many 
scholars in print-mediated fiction) have been frequently… ‘exported’” to explain related 
phenomena (Wolf, 2005, 83). In a transmedial context, this is a function of extending narrative 
concepts, such as the discourse–story separation, or the separation of presentation and narrative, 
to accommodate encountering kinds of narrative mediums that aren’t wholly reliant on verbal or 
written representation. Jenkins believes the dominance of worldbuilding as an organising 
transmedia principal can be attributed to its ability to facilitate sustainability, arguing “a good 
character can sustain multiple narratives and thus lead to a successful movie franchise. A good 
‘world’ can sustain multiple characters (and their stories) and thus successfully launch a 
transmedia franchise” (2003, 3). But what of a TS narrative that is not a franchise? It is worth 
problematising the overarching force of a storyworld as a container, and examining how it relates 
to the characters who exist in that storyworld, specifically in the creation of a TS novel that does 
not stem from a large commercial enterprise. 
     The spatial limitations of a world, as a model of representation, can be understood as 
measurable geography (such J.R.R Tolkien’s Middle-Earth cartography), but also in terms of the 
way characters interact with that geography and each other within its confines (Bridgeman, 2007, 
60) as perceived by an audience. Ryan (2016) posits there are two competing models for 
considering the world of a narrative: the ‘cognitive model’, where stories can be said to exist in a 
storyworld, and the ‘ontological model’, where worlds can be said to exist in stories (themselves 
contained within a storyworld dependent on a specific medium). The either/or nature of this 
competition, however, is of little use to creative writers, and as McHale points out, is debatable 
in its essentialism (2016, 301). What is useful is considering the audience as a necessary agent in 
narrative construction because it is only through their active interpretation of events that a 
storyworld can be said to exist. As David Herman argues, drawing on a cognitive framework, a 
storyworld constitutes the “global mental representations enabling interpreters to frame 
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inferences about the situations, characters, and occurrences either explicitly mentioned in or 
implied by a narrative text or discourse” (Herman, 2009, 106).  
     Inherent in this mental representation is, again, the discrete difference in the sequences of 
narrative events, and the way an audience gains access to those events (or the representation of 
occurrences). Audience perception of the story is not separate from the representation of that 
story, as their interpretation of the storyworld is influenced by the ‘perceptive filters’ of 
characters who use voice to share their cognitive, emotional, or psychological understanding of 
the world around them in varying mixtures of implicit or explicit narration, description, or 
dialogue (Jahn, 2007, 94). If a narrative extends beyond the print mediated linguistic 
representation, it stands to reason the communicative tools a character has to share their 
understanding of the world around them – the mechanics of representation an audience can 
perceive – dramatically increases. One can see this kind of dynamic in Richard House’s 2013 
novel The Kills. House’s novel is supplemented by filmic sequences attributed to being created 
by the characters themselves that explore the landscape in which the story takes place and 
actively contributes to characterisation. The sequences are integrated with the prose through 
hyperlinks in the electronic version of the novel (and the IPad version exhibits the media 
themselves fully integrated with the text). However, as Eskelinen argues, when narrative content 
moves from one site to another, the elements being represented, “change context, function, and 
position, which may affect and usually also affects the modal status of these moving parts” 
(2012, 338).   
     Eskelinen’s assertion of the fluidity of narrative when it exists across different sites speaks to 
an audience’s ability to interpret narrative events, as perceived through character, as a 
consequence of the organisation of the world itself (both as a system for representing narrative 
occurrences, and as a networked ecology of texts). To what extent then, can the study of 
character, or characters, contribute to the cohesion of these elements; how can a transmedia 
universe be populated in a way that aligns different systems of communication? These are 
questions the research hopes to scrutinise and unpack. As Hansen argues, attention from the 
academy has privileged the process of characterisation as a function of text, over the study of 
character as a means of representation (2012, 99). Can representation function as a cohesive 
device? And if so, how can that cohesion be leveraged from, and beyond, a print text?  
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     This problem is evident in the print version of The Kills, where, without the ability to 
hyperlink directly to the filmic sequences, the web addresses of the videos are simply listed in 
the back pages of the novel, with a suggested viewing order. This dynamic is relatively rare, and 
one can see the decreased integration as a means of privileging the narrative flow of the novel, 
not wishing to disrupt the story by encouraging audiences to move from book to computer or 
electronic device. Even in the electronic version of The Kills, where the hyperlinks are integrated 
with the prose, the construct still requires the audience to leave their reading application, and 
open a browser to view the digital content. If, as Hansen suggests, a character can be considered 
“the nexus which mediates between different text aspects and levels” (2012, 104), it is 
conceivable that characterisation as a means of establishing a storyworld could contribute to the 
cohesive movement from print to digital modes of consumption.   
     Martyrs investigates this mounting tension by attributing different narrative sites as being 
created by characters for a narrative means – different mediums are metafictionally relevant to 
the story. Such a consideration is useful in a transmedial context because it takes into account the 
mimetic and textual (considered here as diegetic function of text) functions of characters, which 
goes someway in unifying narrative across the print–digital ecology, with differently mediated 
systems of communication. However, if the study of the tensions between text and technology, 
character and storyworld are to be given weight, then the systems of communication themselves 
need to be considered. In the context of exploring the connection between print and digital texts, 
the research draws on the field of semiotics as a lens through which different modes of 
communication can be seen to interact. 
1.2.3 Making meaning     
In describing the relationship between narrative and semiotics, Ryan (2006, 18-23) outlines three 
broad families of old semiotic media, and their ascribed abilities and limitations. She highlights 
language, static images, and music as the three overarching groupings that contain separate 
mechanisms of codification, and the affordances or inability of each to convey some kinds of 
narrative meaning. Such groupings are a useful starting point, but are ineffective at delineating 
the propensity for interaction among discrete semiotic modes. Moreover, Ryan’s privileging of 
linguistic codification over other forms leads to a system of complementary layering rather than 
a cohesive interaction.  
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     For Carlos Scolari, the growing critical discourse around the practice of narrative production 
and interpretation across distinct sites stems from “semiotic discursive territory” (2009, 588). As 
such, Scolari (2009, 2013) proposes a system of semio-narrative analysis, whereby the narrative 
discourse, or the presentation of narrative occurrences within a textual whole, is aligned with a 
semiotic approach that accounts for the splintered and multisensory ecological arrangement of 
narrative elements. This is in part an extension of Umberto Eco’s 1979 Lector in Fabula (as cited 
in Scolari, 2013, 47), but one can also see the influence of Eco’s 1989 Open Work, where there is 
more than a theoretical collaboration between author and audience, the latter having to “freely 
interpret an artistic datum” (1989, 12). Eco calls this a “work in movement” in the sense that, 
given the appropriate pieces, it is possible for an audience to play a role in organising the 
structure of a whole text themselves (ibid). One can see this interaction play out in Doug Dorst 
and J.J. Abram’s 2013 novel S. The novel draws heavily on the materiality of its own physical 
presentation as a narrative construct, deploying a number of modal devices to construct a 
complex system of simultaneous stories that all play out on, and between, the pages. Characters 
communicate with each other by leaving notes in the margins of a novel entitled Ship of Theseus, 
by fictional author V.M. Straka, which is presented in its entirety as the metaficitonal narrative 
the characters of S. explore. This is supplemented with the footnotes provided by F.X. Caldeira, 
the translator of Straka’s work, along with postcards and other narrative paraphernalia loosely 
housed between the pages of Ship of Theseus inserted by the two protagonists as their 
relationship evolves. 
     The simultaneous narrative taking place in S. presents Eco’s ‘artistic datum’ in a number of 
modes, that interact and present the reader with choices as to how they structure the text they are 
reading. Do they read the metafictional text first? Do they collate the narrative detritus, such as 
postcards, newspaper clippings, puzzle decoders, and napkins, before reading the text? Or do 
they read it simultaneously, moving across the diegetic levels of the textual whole? These kinds 
of choices speak to ramifications beyond notions of structure; they speak to how “texts are 
articulated and integrated into a complex narrative system” (Scolari, 2013, 47) – how narrative 
might be both told and received. Jenkins’ assertion of the value of complexity is evident not 
simply in the arrangement of narrative sites, but in the arrangement of semiotic narrative modes 
across and within them as well. For writers, this creates a more agile realm of possibilities with 
which to tell stories, and increases the kinds of meaning that can be interpreted in those stories. 
29 
 
The expansion of narrative capabilities, however rich in possibilities, is also potentially 
unwieldy, given the differing conceptual and functional natures of semiotic narrative modes that 
enliven them. 
     At its most basic level, a narrative whole can be understood in “interplaying perceptual, 
behavioral, structural, temporal, spatial, and causal terms” (Eskelinen, 2012, 71). The 
communicative functions which underpin the production and interpretation of textual wholes 
(through encountering, and at times organizing text segments) establish, as Ferraro (1994) 
argues, the constitution of narrative as a primary cognitive model for interpreting the world (as 
cited in Scolari, 2009, 591). The privileging of a cognitive foundation to narrative can be seen in 
the theoretical models proposed by researchers like Ryan (2006; 2005) and Herman (2003), and 
broadens the scope for contemporary semiotic concepts, allowing multimodality to find a place 
in literature and narrative studies.  
     Researchers like Alison Gibbons (2012), for instance, have sought to investigate multimodal 
codification in experimental novels, drawing heavily from cognitive and linguistic sciences. 
Such grounding proves useful in accounting for the mobilisation of more than one mode of 
communication, and emboldens discursive and analytical discourses concerned with the process 
of interpretation. Amid the growing body of literature examining the interaction of semiotic 
modes deployed for narrative means, there is scope for rigorous investigation of how 
multimodality, as a narrative tool, might be affected, within and across different mediums, by the 
interaction of print and digital textualities. The transmedia novel, Martyrs, investigates this 
occurrence by attempting to reveal or contradict narrative meaning through visual, linguistic, 
aural, and hybrid modes of communication, at times native to the affordances of either a print or 
digital text, and at times adapted from one to the other. In short, the creative work attempts to 
explore the boundaries of a broader textual whole, enriched by the tools and techniques available 
when underpinned by the philosophy of transmedia storytelling.  
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2. Program of research and investigation 
2.1 Practice-led philosophy 
This practice-led research uses the creation of a transmedia novel, Martyrs: the life and afterlife 
of Collin Ampersand, as the primary method of investigating and theorising the development of 
cohesion when a print narrative exists in a wider ecology of digital texts. In this way, the 
research can be seen as a dialogue between creative practice and the underpinning conceptual 
and theoretical frameworks that the creative work draws from – and contributes to – as 
understood from the viewpoint of the researcher/practitioner. As a consequence of this praxis, it 
is necessary to articulate the nature of the creative work as a research output, and as a site itself 
of research, and to characterise the innovation that arises in shaping the creative artefact as a 
process of theorisation and contextualisation (Smith & Dean, 2009, 3).  
     As far back as the 90s, the source of much doubt surrounding the artistic-research endeavor 
can be seen as stemming from the seemingly divergent outcomes present in creating a work of 
art as a means of critical research. Strand observes, “While there appears to be little 
disagreement that the outcomes of the arts are important in cultural and economic spheres, they 
can be viewed as being intrinsically different from the outcomes of traditional scientific 
research” (1998, 36). But of the differences in outcomes, there are undoubtedly shared spaces, 
intersections between art practice and artefact, theory and artistic-research, which warrant 
rigorous and conceptually sound methods of inquiry. In attempting to define the intersections of 
theory and practice, Edmonds and Candy (2010) highlight the importance of clarity around the 
relationship between the two as agents that inform and grow from each other. From this 
foundation, and through observing numerous practice-based PhD projects, the pair proposes 
several models through which practitioners undertaking research projects might develop a 
theoretical framework to inform the construction and evaluation of creative artefacts for research 
purposes. These models step through various phases of Practice (including creating works, 
holding exhibitions); Theory (developing criteria, examining theoretical foundations, and 
considering design strategies); and Evaluation (consisting of determining the results of the 
inquiry, formulating the outcomes held against the criteria from the previous phase) (ibid).  
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Practitioners can move forwards and backwards thorough the phases, and move laterally within 
any particular phase. The importance of such structuring is in this freedom of movement, 
allowing practitioners to incrementally (re)consider the wider research outcomes attached to the 
creative artefact, and indeed to (re)consider and alter the formation of the artefact in its 
contribution to the research outcomes. 
     Writing on the ‘academic novel’ (a work of creative fiction or non-fiction written as part of a 
research inquiry), Krauth (2008) casts a romantic light on the positioning of such a work, 
compared to its nonacademic form. Krauth argues that, in Australia, the academic novel has 
evolved from a Literary Studies scholarship model as a “sort of creative rebellion against a 
theory/research only regime” (2008, 11), and positions its hybrid nature, drawing from and 
contributing to bodies of theoretical work, as the key element of legitimisation in terms of 
academic rigor (2008, 12). As Bolt (2007) points out, the relationship is identified as praxical 
knowledge, which is articulated in an exegesis accompanying a creative work, but not just 
articulated. Bolt writes, “Rather, than just operating as an explanation or contextualisation of the 
practice, the exegesis plays a critical and complimentary role in revealing the work of art” (2007, 
31). In this way, the research uses Martyrs as a site for research, experimenting with the kinds of 
cohesion that can develop in the print/digital nexus.  An academic novel, Krauth argues, is 
written primarily (and at least initially), for a small readership of doctoral supervisors, and 
eventually, examination panels (2008, 14). It is for this reason the research does not aim to 
discuss the ways Martyrs will be consumed, but instead adopts a qualitative, practice-led 
approach to discuss ways the overall ecological arrangement of elements could and might be 
consumed.                    
     Investigation of the research question, if print and digital narratives interact in diverse and 
nuanced ways, how might narrative cohesion be seen to be developed or understood at their 
intersection? is primarily informed by insights gained – those which can only be gained – 
through practice. This approach is in line with Henry Jenkins’ assertion that the emergent 
epistemologies within the field of transmedia storytelling can be understood as stemming from 
an ongoing dialogue between theorists and practitioners (2010, 946). The nature of the interplay 
between practice, artefact, research, and output, speaks to the kind of uncertainty and complexity 
that is a characteristic of the artistic-academic endeavor (see Mafe, 2010; Haseman & Mafe, 
2009; Barrett & Bolt, 2007). Martyrs questions the role of a physical book in a transmedial 
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landscape through creative practice that experiments with narrative architecture, character-
centric cohesion, and semiotic multimodality as a means of making meaning. The movement of 
the narrative from a print artefact into the digital realm is anchored to character construction, and 
the evocation of the world the story exists in across different modalities. The theorisation of 
these agents is central to positioning ‘the book’ as a meaningful entity in a transmedial sphere, 
and is as implicit in the creative work as much as it is explicit in the exegesis. The kind of 
knowledge generated by Martyrs, then, might be described as “both the work of art as a form of 
research and […] the creation of the work as generating research insights which might then be 
documented, theorised and generalized” (Smith & Dean, 2009, 7). The process of this 
theorisation, as a consequence of the practice, is articulated through the exegesis. This exegesis 
explicitly outlines the ontological framework of the inquiry and attempts to interpret the findings 
of the creative endeavor through existing and emergent theoretical lenses and by adapting 
qualitative research methods. It is these methods I will discuss now, which will lay the 
groundwork for the formation of the logic of disparateness.  
 
2.2 Textual & media specific analysis 
As a means of qualitative research, textual analysis has proven a fruitful method of 
“understanding the likely interpretations of texts made by those who consume them” (McKee, 
2003, 2). This is particularly pertinent given interpretation, or the act of making meaning, is one 
of the key lines of inquiry the research pursues. Beyond this, textual analysis also accounts for 
the contextual operation of texts, as much as the texts themselves. This outreaching focus, for the 
parameters in which texts are consumed, is essential to establishing the ways in which Martyrs 
might be consumed, and grounds the inquiry in a necessary reflexivity. However, on its own, 
textual analysis is ill-equipped to deal with the multifaceted ecologies exhibited by individual 
transmedia texts, and even less suited to generalise how these individual texts might be 
representative of a wider transmedial context. How does textual analysis account for the ecology 
of digital and print texts involved in Kate Pullinger and Chris Joseph’s (screen based) Flight 
Paths (2007), for instance, especially in comparison to J.J. Abram and Doug Dorst’s (print 
based) more material S. (2013)? It is necessary, therefore, to consider the kinds of media used, 
themselves, and what significance they might have on the way a story is told and consumed.  
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     In dealing with a similar problem of accounting for textual as well as electronic enactments of 
hypertext theory, Katherine Hayles (2004) advocates what she calls media specific analysis 
(MSA) as a means of encountering different media in an analytical discourse. MSA, Hayles 
argues, ‘attends to both the specificity of form …and to citations and imitations of one medium 
in another…mov[ing] from the language of ‘text’ to a more precise vocabulary of screen and 
page, digital program and analogue interface’ (2004, 69). This is a particularly practical avenue 
for the research, as the specificity of the medium she argues for is demonstrative of the unique 
operational patterns evident in transmedia, which can then be described in the broader ecology of 
texts that make up a transmedia work. The research acknowledges that textual analysis and MSA 
are two different qualitative methods. But their differences do not speak to an incompatibility.  
By pairing MSA and textual analysis, the research is able to examine influential creative works, 
and consider the textual and material makeup of Martyrs itself, in investigating how cohesion 
can develop across a complex narrative ecology.  
     The fragmentary nature of transmedia practice, and its inherent capacity to encourage 
experimentation across different modes and mediums, presents a methodological problem when 
attempting to organise patterns of cohesive operation and interpretation evidenced in transmedia 
texts. Undoubtedly, studying the work of other practitioners is necessary in generalising wider 
practical and theoretical concerns. But given the complexity of practices at play, one obstacle the 
research faces is dealing with the potential myriad of emergent patterns. In coping with this 
issue, the research proposes to step away from the tempting solution of building a library of case 
studies. It is beyond the scope of this project to build a complete topography of the relevant field, 
or even a close to fixed list of relevant works. Instead, the research attempts to weave discussion 
throughout the thesis of relevant and influential works. Previously mentioned texts such as S. 
(2013), Landing Gear (2007), and The Kills, are influential on Martyrs, with the creative work 
questioning the nature of a physical book in a broader digital transmedial ecology by examining 
how these works operate. Other works of influence include Jonathan Safran Foer’s 2010 novel 
Tree of Codes, which is ‘sculpted’ by physically removing sections of Bruno Schulz’s 1934 
collection of short stories The Street of Crocodiles to present a new literary work crafted out of 
an old one. Finding an edge to physicality, as Foer’s novel does, is as important to developing an 
understanding of transmedial cohesion as exploring and theorising the fluidity of digitality.     
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     In this way, other non-transmedia writers like Kurt Vonnegut also influence Martyrs through 
their repeated use of fluid temporality as a structural and aesthetic device. Vonnegut’s novel, 
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) uses nonlinearity as a device that, rather than reordering the 
structure of a beginning, middle, and end, connect thematically to the ideas presented in the work 
itself, and speaks to the subjectivity of experience, the (non)agency of characters in novels, and, 
often, blurs the line between structure developed for conclusion and the intimacy of or potential 
for non-closure.      
     While the relevance of these texts to the research can be seen in their experimental 
relationship with physical presentation, dispersal of content, modes of communication, or 
enacting contact points between print and digital storytelling, the insights gained from studying 
the works, overall, privilege the unity of object and narrative, discourse and story.  
     In attempting to identify preexisting patterns of transmedia or experimental operation, 
Martyrs is positioned as significant, both in its contribution to, and demonstration of, theoretical 
frameworks, but also as a creative work with epistemological weighting in its own right. Martyrs 
is just as much a response to other experimental works as it is a vehicle for investigative 
experimentation.  
     The relationship between the creative work and the texts that inform and are questioned 
through the creative process is evolutionary by nature. The wider critical conversation 
surrounding the role of print media in digital contexts is going to increasingly involve interaction 
and experimentation across separate works, as well as within unique ones. Overbearingly, any 
representative library of transmedia or experimental literary works will be comprised of texts 
that deploy differentiated modes of communication and sit within an ecology that links them, in 
some cases, only by common propensity for boundary seeking. Of relevance to the research, 
however, are the specific ways cohesion in the influential works can be seen to develop, and are 
enacted across the different media making them up. Attempting to formulate the development of 
this cohesion, then, is paramount to addressing the research question.  
 
2.3 Development of a theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework, outlined in Chapter Four as the logic of disparateness, is an attempt 
to account for, and to further, the significance of cohesive and multimodal phenomena evident in 
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transmedia storytelling. It theorises cohesive storytelling practices at the intersection of print and 
digital narrative by expanding on the ontological nature of storyworlds, the role of narration and 
representation in worldbuilding, and the influence of multimodal choices in those 
representations. In this way, the research establishes new epistemological ground concerned with 
the development of an original transmedia novel. 
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3. Walking the library: narrative influences 
 
 
The research presents here a discussion of specific works influential to the production of 
Martyrs, and in doing so, expands on their relevance through analysis of their textual, material, 
and contextual patterns of cohesive operation. Through textual and media specific analysis, the 
aim of this chapter is to draw attention to TS and experimental literary works that contribute to 
the formulation of the theoretical framework for cohesion, notably in the ways in which the 
works deploy various practices of cohesion.  
     Discussed in this section are works according to the various properties of cohesion they 
deploy. Richard House’s The Kills (2013a) is examined to introduce the tension between 
storyworld and character as an agent of cohesion that operates across distinct media. 
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) by Kurt Vonnegut and The Silent History (2014) by Eli Horowitz, 
Matthew Derby, and Kevin Moffett are examined to highlight how cohesion can operate through 
nonlinear temporalities, and the role narrative discourse – and specifically metaleptic movement 
– plays in orienting an audience to the movement of time and the ontological structure of TS 
storyworlds. Lastly, multimodality is investigated as operating at both the edge of physical 
literature and beyond in works such as S. (Abrams & Dorst, 2013), and The Pickle Index 
(Horowitz & Hubert, 2015) in a way that equips characters and narrators with a modally rich 
array of narrative devices to orient audiences, and imbue TS stories with a complex tapestry 
connective tissue.  
     This section is not intended to be an exhaustive topography of TS texts, but works towards 
establishing a sharper understanding of theoretical and practical ground that needs to be 
challenged or understood in addressing the research question, if print and digital narratives 
interact in diverse and nuanced ways, how might narrative cohesion be seen to be developed or 
understood at their intersection? 
 
3.1 Worldbuilding and character 
 
Henry Jenkins is not alone in describing the role of worldbuilding in transmedia storytelling. His 
assertion that multiple characters located in a well-designed world can lead to a successful 
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franchise (2003) is something that has remained, for the most part, unchallenged in much of the 
literature around transmedia storytelling. Christy Dena, for instance, emphasises the importance 
of structuring a storyworld that facilitates episodic storytelling. Dena writes, “The initial fictional 
world abstraction would need to facilitate not one story or game, but many. But this design issue 
is not specific to intercompositional transmedia phenomena (franchises for instance). Any project 
that involves multiple episodes may consider this approach” (2009, 270).   
     The prevalence of considering content organisation and continuity over the affordances and 
limitations of specific media leave room for creative writers to challenge the ‘world as container’ 
concept. A storyworld is more than a dynamic element of a narrative; it is an agent acting in 
tandem with character to contribute to the cohesion of a dispersed narrative. As we will see in 
this chapter, as an agent of cohesion, a storyworld, and the characters who populate it, affect both 
the form(s) of any particular narrative as well as its content. Indeed, narrative cohesion is at its 
most vulnerable, and necessary, when it transitions from one form of storytelling to another.  
     To begin, let us reconsider storyworlds outside of transmedial thinking. Ryan highlights that a 
storyworld is not just a location of a story, it is a “complex spatio-temporal totality that 
undergoes global changes” (2016, 13). Of course, ‘global’ changes relates here to the epicenter 
of the narrative being told. As Geir Farner argues, the creation of a storyworld implies there is a 
history, geography, and events outside the scope of the direct narrative that are in no way 
accessible to an audience. In her words, “Owing to the deficiencies of language, the fictional 
work is unable to render an entire fictional world with its infinite amount of elements and 
details” (2014, 146).  
     The cognitive turn in literary theory sees this problem somewhat reduced by positioning the 
storyworld as a mental model constructed by the reader. In this way, an audience is able to make 
inferences about events, characters, tensions in a narrative, based on the model they themselves 
construct (Herman, 2009). More than this, however, because TS offers a way of moving beyond 
purely linguistic constructs, it has the potential to offer more types of information, a deeper sense 
of place and time, and importantly, a richer representation of a storyworld. A theoretical 
framework, then, that theorises how cohesion works at the world level of a story, needs to 
consider the cross-media evocation of storyworld, and how the characters are integral to its 
representation. It is here the research turns to the previously mentioned TS novel The Kills 
(2013a).       
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     Originally published as an electronic collection of four separate but interrelated sections 
(House refers to them as books, 2014a), The Kills might more immediately be suited as an 
example of digitally native storytelling, given it was ostensibly designed for digital consumption. 
This intention, however, also grounds examination of the material book in purpose, as the 
differences between the physical and digital versions point to a consideration of the impact 
materiality has in presenting a story designed for electronic readers. This is useful in terms of 
questioning how the connective narrative tissue operates – how the novel connects to the filmic 
sequences – and how the filmic sequences connect to other texts. If then, as Hansen (2012, 104) 
suggests, character can operate as the agent which connects text aspects, it is necessary to 
examine House’s characters and their relationship with the storyworld.  
     The four ‘books’ making up the complete novel total 1002 pages in the print edition, and 40 
separate digital components. Separate sections of the novel, titled Sutler; The Massive; The Hit, 
tell interconnected stories about civilian contractors operating in Iraq, involved with the 
construction of new infrastructure, and the ramifications of embezzlement and corruption that 
occurs in the absence of strict governmental or military observance. The narrative traces events 
across different continents and different narrative levels. One section, The Kill, is a metaficitonal 
inclusion in the project, presenting a novel within a novel that is read by characters in the other 
sections. Across the books there are linear and nonlinear structures moving in and out of each 
other and the digital components, which, to varying degrees, can be choreographed by the 
audience.   
     The filmic sequences are described in the back pages of the novel as “free standing and can be 
experienced before or after reading the book” (2013a, n.p.). This declaration is followed by a 
suggested order in which to view the digital components and the suggested times they might be 
viewed to interweave them with the narrative presented in the book. In the digital version of the 
novel, the extra components are connected to the prose through hyperlinking. In both the print 
and digital version there is evidence of an intended order in which the components can be 
arranged, which implies a consideration of narrative discourse, a consideration of how the story 
is presented to an audience. As House himself points out, however, “none of the films, extra 
texts, or audio, would effect change in the main narrative. They might inflect, but they wouldn’t 
deliver significant plotted elements, which would transform the text” (2014a, para 6). The 
purpose of the filmic sequences, and their effect on the primary novel, is additive rather than 
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detrimental. The primary text is transformed after viewing; not in terms of plot, but in terms of a 
fuller understanding of authorial intention and a deeper appreciation for narrative occurrences. 
TS scholar Donna Hancox writes of the first filmic sequence, Ford: Atlas (2013b), for instance, 
“it added poignancy to [the character’s] current situation. I can’t now imagine experiencing this 
scene other than how House presented it” (2013, para 6). And while this assertion accounts for 
the affectual nature of the filmic sequences, it also revealingly pinpoints the first limitation of 
House’s work. Despite the author’s intention of a free-form exploration of the filmic sequences, 
the ‘suggested order’ sits over the narrative in a way that is indicative of old modal thinking, 
where the extra components are ‘presented’ by House, and not discovered by the audience in the 
course of negotiation. This is evident, perhaps most strikingly, in the first book, entitled Sutler.     
     The title comes from the false identity that protagonist, Ford, assumes when accepting 
payment for his part in an embezzlement scheme. Ford is forced to endure the unforgiving desert 
landscape as he escapes an explosion at the point he organises the transfer of funds. The 
evocation of storyworld is designed to both demonstrate the inhospitable nature of the landscape, 
very much from a Western perspective, and to frame the harsh consequences of the environment 
as an elemental absolute – affected by the infrastructure of industry – as a result of the moral 
ambiguity displayed by the characters. Greed and corruption are as much a part of the landscape, 
and just as affecting, as the numerous descriptions of heat throughout Sutler.  
     House establishes Ford as a duplicitous character, cognizant of the deception he is taking part 
in and aware of the freedom disassociation with a particular past brings. It is through this 
character lens that the landscape takes shape:  
 
Inside this early chaos he could distinguish the sing-song voices of the men, the 
hiss, crank, and slam of gears…the desert busy with industry as the trucks were 
dispersed to the burn pits: black rectangular craters into which the waste would 
be dumped and incinerated. The hot stink of aircraft fuel and scorched rubber 
overpowered the air and mingled with a deeper faecal stench. (13) 
  
The desert is affected by the business in which Ford is a participant, the construction of roads and 
buildings, and subsequent embezzlement of construction funds, in war torn Iraq. The burn pits, 
which feature prominently throughout the novel, are perhaps the most powerful metaphor of the 
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affecting nature of the characters – dark and poisonous. This is where House begins to draw on 
the tension between character and storyworld, distinguishing the environment as affective on 
character as well. The relationship between character and environment, as part of storyworld, is 
explored further in the next book, The Massive, which recounts the effects of the burn pits on 
military personnel, such as Luis Francesco Hernandez who “suffered from psoriasis and crescent 
shaped sores at his elbows and the base of his scalp which sometimes bled and set an irritation 
deep in his bones” (251); and Rem Gunnerson, who “was shrunken and unable to eat solid food” 
(256) after his time in Iraq. Part of a larger self-contained narrative, the resulting cancers from the 
burn pits inextricably depict the environment affecting character as much as character affects the 
environment; that is, the relationship between the two are characteristically and symbiotically 
representative, dependent on the other for their existence. 
     This existence, of course, is not contained wholly to the prose in the novel. Moreover, I 
contend that as the audience transitions from the written word to the filmic sequences in The 
Kills, it is the relational nature of character-world dynamic that grounds the audience’s transition 
in a cohesive tapestry of modalities. As we learn of the environment through the characters 
movement across it, being affected by it, so too do we learn of the characters by moving across 
media, developing a deeper understanding of how they have been shaped by the world of the 
story, and how they are then shaping the world because of it.  
    The first suggested filmic sequence, titled Ford: Atlas (2013b), is a little over four minutes in 
length and depicts a Moroccan desert and mountain landscape through the window of a moving 
bus. The voiceover accompanying the footage is of an elderly-sounding man (it is never explicitly 
stated, besides the title, that this is Sutler/Ford) recounting the story of a bus journey with a 
girlfriend that ends in the relationship dissolving. The progression of the footage: movement 
along the road, with the landscape slipping continually in and out of frame, connects to the 
dialogue, edging closer to a cliff face – the ending of the relationship. “We don’t disagree on the 
moment itself,” the voiceover articulates towards the end, “but I don’t remember her saying 
anything” (House, 2013b). Here we see a symbiotic relationship between character and place, the 
visual metaphor of moving closer to the edge while moving forwards, until the fall, and the 
abrupt end: absolute, despite the ambiguity which surrounds it.  
     The character/environment tension deployed as a cohesive device allows for juxtapositions 
across the narrative sites that might otherwise be too jarring for an audience. One can see the 
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influence of visual artists in the digital components, for instance, such as Barbara Kruger 
(Hancox, 2013). The choice of perspective in the film, however, is perhaps where House 
oversteps the ability to unify the different narrative sites. Questions of narrative validity arise in 
the assumption that Ford himself is narrating, and by implication has edited and released the film, 
an action that is at odds with his construction of a secretive character. This causes a dissonance 
for the audience, where the internal story logic is ruptured by the artifice of its own presentation.     
     It also raises questions around the borders of textuality, and whether we should frame House’s 
filmic sequences as texts or paratexts. Narrative theorist Gerard Genette positions a narrative 
literary work as “a text, defined (very minimally) as a more or less long sequence of verbal 
statements that are more or less endowed with significance” (1997, 1). A paratext is any text not 
native to that narrative, but which exists around it, and thus exerts influence over its 
interpretation; paratexts are textual in their own nature and assert a book’s existence (ibid). The 
title of a novel, for instance, the name of the author, the cover page, a review, and the table of 
contents are all examples of paratexts. Similarly, Johnathan Gray describes several contemporary 
examples of paratexts linked to feature films: “the actors, the production personnel, the quality of 
the previews, reviews, interviews, the poster, a marketing campaign, word of mouth, what cinema 
it is playing at (or what channel it is on), or the material on which it is based (whether prequel, 
sequel, or adaption)” (2010, 25).  
     These are diversely arranged elements constituting practices and contexts. They are grouped 
under the term paratext because they share the similar effect of influencing consumption and 
interpretation of a primary text (Genette, 1997, 2). It is in this space that we must take 
precautions to not muddy the waters by signaling transmedia narrative, operating across different 
narrative sites, as paratextual by definition. Leaving aside Genette’s privileging of a linguistic 
modal construction of a novel, the assigning of significance to a particular element in transmedia 
narrative is difficult to establish without cauterising the potential for textual interaction. Where 
paratexts orbit a text, TS is made up of texts orbiting each other. What is important, however, is 
the particular nature of paratexts, described by Genette as being entities of a “threshold” capacity 
that speak both to a work’s inner existence, as a story, and its outer existence, as “the world’s 
discourse about that text” (1997, 2). This threshold, of presenting both an internal narrative 
influence, and external textual discourse, is observable in transmedia narratives when they move 
from a printed novel into digital spaces. Within this kind of arrangement there is scope, too, to 
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more rigorously experiment with the tonal inequalities evident in linguistic, visual, and aural 
modes of communication that work towards moving the textual elements of a TS narrative 
beyond paratextual framing.   
     By explicitly equipping characters with the modal tools to express their understanding of the 
world in which they exist, the resulting creations develop their own context in which to be 
viewed, regardless of the incongruous meanings that might be encoded. And this is what House’s 
digital components lack. The audience isn’t being directed to explore the digital elements as part 
of the story, they are being directed by the author, which has the effect of influencing their 
consumption, and questions the context in which they can be viewed. As James Bradley (2013) 
posits, the point of contention with The Kills is not that it disperses its story over distinct media, 
but that the integration of the media is not wholly conducive to a cohesive experience.   
     In The Kills, the hyperlinks to the digital components are all comprised of YouTube videos. 
Each sequence can be viewed on the Pan Macmillan website, or on YouTube itself, hosted on the 
Picador Books channel. If we can consider, as outlined in Chapter One, the technology that 
connects us to the internet as an extension of our nervous systems (McLuhan, 2012), then the 
sensory data which it allows us to decode – in this instance, the imagery and sounds of House’s 
filmic sequences – is that of William Gibson’s notional space (Wallace-Wells, 2011): a singular 
digital universe in which all digital texts sit, regardless of their fictionality or factuality. That 
House’s films sit alongside other texts not related to the work at all on YouTube simultaneously 
lends sincerity and an observable artifice to the whole project, which is a consequence of the 
meta-architectural force that Gibson’s notional space bares down on a narrative ecology.  
     There are two conclusions to draw from this ecological arrangement. The first is that for an 
audience to decode digital texts (to use McLuhan’s terminology), we must consider the 
contextual position of those texts in the notional universe; what other kinds of digitalities may sit 
alongside, or adjacent to, the narrative text. The second conclusion is that we must also consider 
the real world as the vantage point (Dena, 2009) from which texts like The Kills are consumed. 
That House’s hyperlinks are listed in the back pages of the novel creates a friction between the 
print and digital sites of the narrative that does not precisely work towards addressing the 
connectivity in a meaningful way.    
     Transmedia narrative, distributed though it may be across different sites, can indeed be seen 
as cohesive, even when the narrative disrupts linearity or modal similarity. But the arrangement 
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requires that we reflect on the spatial implications of a textual choreography (free ranging, or 
ordered texts; parallel or perpendicular modalities; frictionless movement on a digital device, or 
increased friction between physical and digital elements and so on) and also the presentation of 
the story within the discrete media used; how the connections between them may be leveraged. It 
is here that we must consider the divide between narrative discourse and story, and the role 
discourse plays in connecting the real, the fictional, and, indeed, the notional worlds through 
which narrative can operate.   
 
 
3.2 Nonlinearity and metalepsis across storyworlds 
 
In grappling with new creative writing practices that were emerging in the 1990s in the wake of 
the advancement of digital technologies, cybertext theorist Espen Aarseth developed a theoretical 
model for the kinds of texts that experimented with nonlinear, multimodal, technologically 
facilitated storytelling, which was beginning to be seen in hypertext and experimental 
storytelling of the time. Aarseth found contemporary literary scholarship lacked the critical 
language to describe distributed narratives, especially the prevalence of the ‘labyrinth’ metaphor 
to describe free ranging nonlinear narratives. Aarseth writes of the problem with this framing in 
that it is ‘a spatiodynamic fallacy where the narrative is not perceived as a presentation of a 
world, but as the world itself” (1997, 3-4). This distinction was the foundation Aarseth used to 
develop his theory of ergodic literature, where “nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader to 
traverse the text” (1997, 1). This time in literary scholarship is characterised, too, by the 
broadening horizon of text types, where videogames met literary theory and the audience began 
to be considered in theorising consumption of narrative texts. Audiences are necessarily active, 
in Aarseth’s thinking, in negotiating the kinds of dispersed storytelling that was gaining 
prominence, and that ‘nontrivial’ activity was best characterised by the kind of complex decision 
making evidenced in videogames and other narrative texts that offered a nonlinear, choice based, 
progression. In building this thinking into narrative theory, Aarseth was attempting to bridge the 
gap between the presentation of a story across or contained within discrete media, and the ways 
an audience gained access to that presentation (and thus, the story it presents).  
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     While it is beyond the scope of this research to present a contemporary analysis of Aarseth’s 
theory (see for instance, Eskelinen, 2012), it is worth highlighting because it points to a history 
of theoretically distinguishing the real world from a fictional one, if only to bring into focus the 
creative writing practices that bridge the two. In particular, this section of the chapter focuses on 
the temporality of a narrative, examining nonlinear arrangements of narrative occurrences, and 
the act of narration as orchestrating their choreography.     
     The perception of time, both its fictional movement within a narrative, and the real world 
passing of minutes and hours, is perhaps simultaneously the most versatile tool at a creative 
writer’s disposal, and the most fragile of constructs with which to leverage the arrangement of 
events for storytelling purposes. The temporal scope of a story is not bound by real world 
mechanics, in as much as it is not beholden to the linear progression of occurrences, but is, 
ultimately, dependent on real world linearity to have any relevance in relation to a story’s 
meaning and structure. In the same way, when digital components of a TS narrative are designed 
to be read (or viewed, or heard, or played) alongside print elements, the significance of the 
digital design is, in many cases, dependent on the print arrangement in for extended meaning 
(that which is gained beyond viewing the digital texts as complete in themselves). That is not to 
say that print narrative is, by nature of being bound to the page, uniform in its arrangement, 
particularly in its depiction of temporality. It is useful, therefore, before exploring the influence 
of temporality on the print/digital nexus, to ground ourselves in printed works that experiment 
with temporal scale, examining the purpose of challenging linearity.  
     One can see the significance in this purpose in the works of Kurt Vonnegut, many of whose 
novels avoid the linearity of traditional narratives, privileging the subjectivity of the narrator in 
the arrangement of narrative occurrences. Time, however, is more than a thematic vein running 
through the structure and form of many Vonnegut novels. It is a device that marries the narrative 
form to its content. Often, Vonnegut offers an argument about time that informs the temporal 
scope to the narrative, and then subverts that argument through the subjective ordering of events.         
     Jowett (2009) argues that the subjectivity of the narrator, who choreographs the depiction of 
events across years, decades, or millennia, calls into question how we ourselves construct our 
identity by reviewing, revising, or arranging history in broad narrative structure. Jowett writes, 
“Vonnegut reiterates throughout his novels that life is not structured like a story, despite the 
ways various foma [harmless untruths – from Vonnegut’s 1963 Cat’s Cradle] might persuade us 
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that it can be” (2009, 139). This is a resolutely postmodern framework, and in terms of narrative 
cohesion, the conclusion we can draw from it is that subjectivity in point of view does not equal 
an ambiguity insurmountable in its lack of definitiveness; rather, despite the disruption of 
chronology, the nonlinear choreography in much of Vonnegut’s work is significant not only in 
terms of the textual mechanics (separate events converging and dispersing), but is also deeply 
rooted in character, and the limitations of their actions in the world of the story. This is what 
allows the subjective to become meaningful – purposeful – beyond the narrative mechanics of 
point of view.  
     Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), for instance, deals with the concept of all time – and therefore 
all experience, actions, and repercussions – occurring simultaneously. Vonnegut recounts his 
experience in the bombing of Dresden in World War II, putting the fictional character of Billy 
Pilgrim through many of the same events that he himself went through. The order in which the 
novel is read is significant because it leaves the passive protagonist at a point where he can assert 
some agency, make a small choice that affects suffering on a local scale, in contrast to the 
violence and horrors of World War II. Daniel Cordle asserts that, “we know at the end of the 
book (because the episode is described earlier) that Billy is about to ride a wagon drawn by a 
poorly shod horse. We also know that his failure to relieve the suffering of the horse will lead 
him to cry for the only time in his life […] by taking us back to the moments just before this 
episode, Vonnegut again leaves Billy with a moment of choice” (2000, 175). The arrangement of 
the text, then, undercuts the temporal argument made by the novel, creating the satirical edge of 
the narrative.  
     For Vonnegut, time becomes a matter of relativity, and differing temporal experiences can be 
seen to nest within each other. There is the specific arrangement of event order on the textual 
level of the work, orchestrated by the narrator, and there is the real world progression through 
those ordered events, where the nonlinear narrative is progressed through the linear act of turning 
pages, and thus pieced together by an audience. It is only through this layering that the 
complexity of the narrative becomes evident, and in doing so, the act of nesting temporalities 
merge the form of the narrative with its content.  
     It is not, however, a neat meeting. Narrative form and content shift positions from foreground 
to background as the audience turns pages. It is the act of narration itself, and of the narrator self-
reflexively placing themselves in the story they are narrating, that exerts a cohesive presence on 
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these movements, and the temporal nesting is aligned. To fully examine how Vonnegut achieves 
this kind of narrative cohesion, it is necessary to explore what Gerard Genette describes as the 
metaleptical transition of the narrator, and how this functions in Vonnegut’s novels.  
     In the 1980 text, Narrative Discourse: an Essay in Method, Genette posits there are three 
theoretically distinct narrative levels. The intradiegetic level sees the narrator narrating their own 
story. The metadiegetic level sees the narrator telling a story within a story. Above these levels 
exists the extradiegetic level, which is the theoretical position from which the narrator composes 
the story they are narrating. The prefix meta-, as used by Genette to describe the diegetic level of 
a story within a story, is cause for some confusion when considered in terms of the hierarchical 
nature of these levels. Genette’s (1980, 228) original ordering is where the meta- prefix is used to 
describe the diegetic level subordinate (logically, not thematically) to the intradiegetic level. The 
organisation of these levels situates an audience to the “spatiotemporal relations between 
narrating acts” (Interdisciplinary Center for Narratology, n.d., para 1), demarcating the territories 
of the narrative discourse of any particular story. It is in the movement between these levels, or 
“any intrusion by the extradiegetic narrator or narratee into the diegetic universe (or by diegetic 
characters into a metadiegetic universe, etc.) or the inverse” (1980, 234-235) that Genette 
describes as metalepsis.   
    The cohesive force, as it were, brought about by Vonnegut positioning himself within his 
narrative, can be seen as stemming from the functional purpose of the act, whereby the narrator 
is “introducing into one situation, by means of a discourse, the knowledge of another situation” 
(Genette, 1980, 234).   
     Since the 1980s, theorists have offered slightly different topologies of Genette’s narrative 
levels, building in categorical structures that extend and reflexively consider the postmodern 
architecture of metaleptical movement. Gaining popularity in this regard is viewing metalepsis 
through a transmedial lens, and what that could mean for narrative architecture where there are 
definable, representable, and distinct storyworlds as well as narrative levels. Building on the 
work of Genette, for example, Wolf argues transmedial metaleptical movement can be defined as 
an “intentional paradoxical transgression of, or confusion between, (onto-)logically distinct 
(sub)worlds and/or levels that exist, or are referred to, within representations of possible worlds” 
(2005, 91). Ryan (2016) argues for a distinction between a cognitive world model (where one 
world contains many stories that may be traversed) and an ontological one (where one story may 
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contain many worlds to be traversed), as separate entities from the concept of a transmedia 
storyworld, where many texts contribute to the singular world of a story. Thoss (2015) takes this 
even further, arguing transmedial metalepsis can constitute a storyworld-imaginary world 
transgression, a storyworld-reality transgression, and a storyworld-discourse transgression.      
     Bell & Alber (2012) expand on the relevance of an ontologically driven structure of narrative 
worlds, using Gill Sorrentino’s Mulligan Stew (1979) as an example of ontological metalepsis, 
where characters or narrators not only move vertically across the intradiegetic, metadiegetic, and 
extradiegetic levels of a narrative, but in making that kind of jump, rupture the ontological wall 
between discrete storyworlds. Sorrentino depicts Martin Halpin, a character from James Joyce’s 
Finnegins Wake (1939), as the narrator of Mulligan Stew, and in doing so Halpin is transported 
from the intradiegetic level of Finnigens Wake, to the extradiegetic level in Mulligan Stew, but 
importantly, “irrespective of which diegetic level that Halpin occupies in each text, however, he 
certainly inhabits more than one storyworld or, to express it another way, moves from one 
ontological domain to another” (Bell & Alber, 2012, 169). 
     While this kind of classification is helpful, indeed necessary, as Lutas (2016) points out, if we 
subscribe to topographies too rigidly, there is a trap of essentialism at play, particularly where 
transmediality and metalepsis is concerned. I would argue that this is especially the case for 
creative writers, where there is an ever present danger of forfeiting narrative progression to 
structural or theoretical anxieties. Instead, the significance of framing metaleptic movement as 
ontologically possible – in creating the possibility of transition across storyworlds – should be 
seen as opening up a theoretical flexibility for the TS creative writer. Where Vonnegut moved 
across his narrative world vertically, the ontological model allows for lateral or diagonal 
movement. In terms of narrative cohesion and how it may be developed in a TS work, the 
associated cohesive influence of introducing knowledge a character has of one situation (either a 
world or a diegetic level) to another, through Genette’s Narrative Discourse, becomes profoundly 
more powerful.  
     The capacity for a character to share narrative information with either an audience, or other 
characters, is something the next section of this chapter will address more thoroughly. For now, 
it is worth considering the limitations of this model as it currently stands, specifically in that the 
ontological model of metalepsis relies on, at least theoretically, narrative worlds being stable, 
representable constructs. Where there is scope to challenge the rigidity of this thinking, and 
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indeed where the research intends on breaking new ground, is in the structuring of a story world 
that is not represented in a stable fashion. By this I mean simply that if characters have different 
understandings of the ‘rules’ of a story world, or if they disagree on the way things are 
represented, then the stability of the model gives way to an ontological subjectivity, which 
mimics the lateral movement of Sorrentino and Joyce’s Halpin, with the subjectivity of 
Vonnegut’s vertical movement. 
    This ontological subjectivity can be seen in the previously mentioned The Silent History 
(Horowitz, Derby, and Moffett, 2014). Because the work is a collection of oral histories, 
presenting conflicting ideas around the cause of, and ultimate meaning behind, a fictional 
epidemic, and characters move from narratorial to character duties in the text, the metalepsis that 
occurs is both ontologically subjective and vertical in nature, while ostensibly anchored to one 
storyworld. The unstable ontological soundness of the world represented presents to the reader a 
narrative whole that needs to be pieced together using contradictory information to establish 
meaning, much like the characters do, in the liminal spaces between each account, in the silence 
between the words. As the prologue explains, in the voice of Hugh Purcell, ‘recorded’ one year 
after the last section of the novel:   
 
“Are words our creation, or did they create us? And who are we in a 
world without them? Are there wilder, more verdant fields out beyond 
language, where those of us who are silent now wander? Each of us must 
find our own path through these questions. We Enter and leave the world 
in silence, after all, and everything else is simply how we walk the 
middle passage” (Horowitz, Derby, and Moffett, n.p, 2014).   
 
 When readers are introduced to the digital components, specifically the locative ones, requiring 
them to be in a specific geographic place, the linguistic mode of discourse is supplemented with 
real world visual and aural stimulus, effectively merging the architectures at play in the narrative 
ecology, bridging the print world, the digital world, and the fictional world.  
      To put it another way, if we view metalepsis through a transmedial lens, we can begin to 
understand it as a force of cohesion at the nexus of print and digital creative writing through a 
simple arrangement: 
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Fig. 1 ontological position of transmedia storyworld 
 
Distinguishing the storyworld (and the methods of creative writing which represent it for an 
audience) from the real world (where a physical book can be read, devices can be accessed), and 
the digital, or notional world (where digital texts sit, each with their own communitive capacity), 
is not so much an exercise in establishing the boundaries of transgression. Rather, it is an 
acknowledgement that the real world and the digital world overlap experientially for most 
audiences, and that positioning metalepsis as a method of cohesive properties at their intersection 
requires us to not demarcate between them, but to inhabit that liminal space in their overlapping.  
     In terms of cohesion, we must not forget the specific media(s) a story inhabits, and the 
capacity each media has for kinds of narrative discourse. For TS writers, when a story moves 
from the printed page into digital spaces, and a wider narrative ecology takes shape, the potential 
for metalepsis is fortified only by the communitive capacity each media has, and how those 
capacities mix and connect to each other. This is not an argument about the place of metalepsis 
in a narratological topography. Instead, it as a nod to the overarching nexus through which many 
TS stories operate, and functions to allow different theoretical or topological arrangements that 
may already exist, and will likely come to fruition in the future. This will be explored further in 
Chapter Four, but for now it is useful to move discussion to the specific modalities that permeate 
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distinct, or indeed, combined media, and examine more closely the relationship between 
characters’ (and narrators’) ability to present, discuss, and interpret the world around them.  
 
 
3.3 Multimodal worlds and characters who live them 
 
Transmedia narratives are at once concerned with distinct media traditions (film, literature, 
games, social media for instance), but also operate at the intersection of these media, particularly 
in the way “information gets dispersed” across all of them (Jenkins, 2010, 955). This is related to 
the belief that each narrative space, or platform, needs to operate according to its strengths, or 
that “each medium does what it does best” (Jenkins, 2003, 3). Similarly, the worlds at play in a 
narrative ecology, especially when they extend across the nexus from print to digital 
arrangements, deploy a number of semiotic storytelling modes to make their presence 
meaningful. And at first glance, it might appear that moving beyond a purely linguistic evocation 
of a storyworld means that anything outside words on a page or screen is not the realm of a 
creative writer. However, as this section of the research discusses, creative writing is a broad 
enough category to encompass writing practices that are not purely linguistic. Moreover, by 
combining the written word with other static visual, aural, and moving image based writing 
practices, a creative writer is better equipped to engage in a broader narrative ecology. In 
constructing such an ecology, a TS writer can be seen to develop cohesion through multimodal 
storytelling – not just within specific media, but across them. 
     This assertion is based in the field of social-semiotics, where emphasis is given to the making 
of signs, as opposed to the use of signs, and the overarching framework of generative meaning 
where any given sign is a fusion of form and meaning (Kress, 2010, 54).  Indeed, multimodality, 
at its most basic principle, is the acknowledgment that language, either spoken or in its written 
form, is only one of the tools available in communicating ideas and constructing meaning (Kress, 
2012, 37). In the realm of long form narrative fiction, Gibbons points out multimodality occurs 
when there is a “coexistence of more than one semiotic mode within a given context” (2012, 8), 
and that modality is a fluid concept, which is contingent upon how modes are deployed 
(Gibbons, 2012, 10). Much scholarship on multimodal novels (where multimodality is embodied 
in a singular physical book) can be seen to privilege the reader in its analytical discourse, 
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drawing heavily from cognitive poetics, in that readers are required to “invest in a narrative 
physically as well as cognitively” (Gibbons, 2010b, 112). Seminal texts like Mark Z. 
Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000) and Only Revolutions (2006) find the edge of physicality, 
enacting multimodal storytelling that requires a reader to rotate pages, traverse large footnotes 
that subvert the position of the narrative, and choose ‘ways’ or ‘paths’ to read, negotiating 
complex arrangements of simultaneous storytelling. The brink of physicality, however, is vast, 
and through TS, creative writers are experimenting with multimodality in ways that rupture the 
singularity of media specific modalities. 
     JJ Abraham and Doug Dorst’s  S. (2013) is an example of TS narrative operating through 
physical means: simultaneous narratives play out through traditional prose, foot notes, analysis 
and conversations in the marginalia, and communications on napkins, newspapers clippings, and 
photographs held between the pages of the physical novel itself. There is a rich ontological 
tapestry in the work, which is not so much transgressed as flattened. Across these texts, all 
conceived as parts of a large narrative whole, there is a diverse array of modalities which work 
both in a singular fashion (such as a photograph) and together (when taken as a whole text) to tell 
a complex, metafictional narrative around the mysterious author of the fake novel Ship of 
Theseus (SOT). 
     As two characters, Jen and Eric, converse with each other through notes left in SOT, and then 
eventually through letters and other forms of written communication, the words they use are 
obviously important. But so too is the visual appearance of their correspondence, the shape of 
their handwriting, the distances between words, the colour pens they use, the wildly drawn 
arrows highlighting parts of SOT. These all give visual indications of the emotional state of the 
characters, and the evolving relationship between the two, one which is not constrained by 
traditional grammar: “[ . .] – (that’s the sound of my eyes rolling)” (Abrams & Dorst, 2013, n.p.).    
     As Joshua Rothman, journalist for The New Yorker comments, “…the language in which the 
handwritten letters and notes are written feels very natural in its cadences. You feel like you’re 
snooping on something intimate” (2013, para 15). This intimacy is essentially a balance between 
constraint and richness. Where the language and its visualisation combine to help develop 
characterisation, mood, history, it is also constrained in its length. The conciseness with which 
the characters communicate, limited by the size of the margin, means there is often more that is 
unsaid than that which is written (working in a similar fashion to dialogue or direct speech), and 
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this sparseness speaks to the shifting connection between form and content. When there is a need 
for characters to express more long-form thoughts, the tansmediality of the text facilitates the 
movement from the physical book to other narrative paraphernalia, such as an extended letter or 
a postcard, where the allowances of those forms make room for extended, more complex 
sentences.  
     When taken together, across all the textual and narrative elements, the multimodality 
deployed in S. can be seen to act cohesively because the iterations of semiotic modes are 
evocations by, for, or to, fictional characters within and across the work. This is significant 
because it illuminates a way that multimodality may be leveraged in a TS text that works within 
the social semiotic framework: that signs are made rather than simply used. Indeed, the 
complexity of textual arrangements in S. work because there is the overarching understanding 
that the narrative elements are made by the characters within the fictional storyworld, and where 
there is not a directly identifiable character to attach an element to (such as the library stamp in 
the front of SOT) the positioning of the world as ontologically distinct implies that someone who 
lives in that world is responsible, even if they are not named, or integral to the narrative itself. 
This understanding highlights the tension between character and storyworld as an agent of 
cohesion in perhaps the most immediately visceral and graspable way. The storyworld as a 
distinct ontological phenomenon is only made accessible, or rather the representation of a 
storyworld is only made understandable, through the characters who actively interpret it.  
     Of course, the cohesive phenomena requires more than simple textual attribution. An 
audience may well know that a note left in the marginalia of SOT is from either Eric or Jen, 
either by the shape of the writing or the information it contains, but there is also a philosophical 
position from which the characters write, a world view which needs to remain consistent, even if 
those world views represent disparate understanding. It is in this space we encounter what 
Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) describes as the unity of social speech types and individual voices 
orchestrated though the form of the novel. Bakhtin’s view of the novel as a polyphonic structure 
lends itself to discussion in the field of TS precisely because it privileges a systemic, non-static, 
understanding of divisive unity through the combination of its discrete elements. In The Dialogic 
imagination: Four Essays (1981), Bakhtin outlines five stylistic-compositional unities which can 
be encompassed by the novel: 
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1. Direct authorial literary-artistic narration (in all its diverse variants); 
2. Stylization of the various forms of oral everyday narration (skaz); 
3. Stylization of the various forms of semi-literary (written) everyday narration (the letter, 
the diary, etc.); 
4. Various forms of literary but extra-artistic authorial speech (moral, philosophical or 
scientific statements, oratory, ethnographic descriptions, memoranda and so forth); 
5. The stylistically individualized speech of characters.   (259)  
            
Each of these can be found in S., and conform to Bakhtin’s subordination premise where each 
element, “together with its most immediate unity, figures the style of the whole, itself supports 
the accent of the whole and participates in the process whereby the unified meaning of the whole 
is structured and revealed” (Bakhtin, 1981, 259). Yet it is not the hierarchical system itself I wish 
to draw attention to; rather, it is the ability of the novel to encompass a plurality of speech kinds 
and develop cohesion across them through the leveling apparatus of character – their ideological 
position, their education of the way the world works, which is approximated through the 
mechanisms they have at hand to express themselves (dialogue, narration, letter writing, speech 
making and so on). Moreover, the storyworld is a mechanism itself which shapes character to the 
extent that they can represent the world that has shaped them.  
     This need not be an argument bound, as Bakhtin was, by the linguistic, the verbal, or the oral, 
mode, or indeed the overlapping of those different but inter-related forms of communication. As 
Morson argues, the Bakhtinian view of the novel is one of flux, “because the dialogic language 
that the novel represents is itself the most immediate and sensitive register of changing social 
attitudes” (1986, 124). In short, the languages in a novel (including slang, jargon, metalanguages, 
idiosyncratic constructions and so on) change, and are representative of those who utter the 
languages, who themselves change. To limit ‘languages’ to the linguistic, then, is to eschew a 
vast capacity for, and many contemporary examples of, people using non-linguistic modes of 
communication in daily practice. By equipping narrators and characters with a multimodal tool 
kit for expressing themselves, the idiosyncratic construction of that expression, and indeed their 
ideological position, can be represented in a more complex, richer fashion that is not at odds with 
the linguistic view of the novel, it is merely an extension of it. This is particularly the case when 
multimodality is used, such as the library stamp in SOT, to develop the world of a story to such 
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an extent that an utterance, or a visual presence, is not necessarily attributable to a specific 
character, but none the less is made, and that the purpose it is made for is understandable despite 
a lack of attribution.  
     To illustrate this in detail, we can examine The Pickle Index (2015), a transmedia novel 
written and designed by Eli Horowitz and Russell Quinn, and illustrated by Ian Hubert. The 
narrative is characteristically multimodal, allowing for multiple entry points, and is accessible in 
a number of formats. The narrative follows Flora Baily and the rest of her circus troupe in trying 
to find their ringleader, Zolty Kornblatt, who has been kidnapped by the government of the 
dystopian future. The points of view alternate between Flora, and reports in the government 
sanctioned newspaper, the Daily Scrutinizer, in daily accounts. The work is available in a 
paperback, a hardcover collection of two books, or through The Pickle Index app. It is the 
hardcover collection and the app the research focuses on here, and specifically the difference 
between the two in leveraging character-oriented multimodal renderings of the narrative in a 
cohesive fashion. 
     To begin with, the app is designed as a government sanctioned repository of pickle based 
recipes. In creating an account, the audience is given access to Flora’s ‘recipes’, which are 
actually her daily accounts of trying to locate Zolty. Similarly, the audience is given reports 
through the Daily Scrutinizer, which describe Zolty’s incarceration. The app simulates a real 
time sensibility in that the accounts are given one day at a time, although progress can be made 
faster if the audience is willing to submit their own ‘recipes’. What’s illuminating about the 
design of the repository is that it purposefully lacks a user friendly interface. Charlie Locke, 
writing for Wired, identifies “when Eli Horowitz and Russell Quinn set out to create the 
multimedia storytelling experience, they made a conscious decision to eschew hallmarks of 
design like accessibility and ease of use” (2015, para 2). In place of an intuitive, user friendly 
design is a clunky, slow, overburdened mechanism that is demonstrative of all the shortcomings 
likely to be exhibited in an overbearing government designed social media platform: posts 
involuntarily linked to locations, mandatory information fields (such as a name), bland colours 
mixed with bright, almost visually offensive ones, an overabundance of irrelevant information 
(should the audience wish to explore it), and reminders and alerts that appear in the device to 
indicate new content. More than digital ornamentation, although that is part of the effectiveness, 
the design of the app allows the audience to inhabit the digital world of the pickle index, and 
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experience it as a character would. The fictional designers are irrelevant to the narrative, as far as 
attribution goes, nameless workers in service to a quasi-dictatorship, but their presence is felt in 
every movement between the reports and Flora’s accounts, every experience in the narrative. The 
use of multimodality, therefore, in the digital telling is linked concretely to not only developing 
the world of the narrative, but also to characters; characters who imbue their presence through 
their workings beyond the edge of the observable storyworld. This has the effect of bringing 
together the form of the narrative with its content in an ontologically significant, and narratively 
meaningful way.    
     In contrast, the hardcover collection separates out the government reports (titled News) and 
Flora’s writing (titled Snacks) into two separate books. The audience is given directions to read 
day one of book one, and then day one of book two, and so on. Each chapter is bracketed by an 
illustration that captures the tone, mood, and outlook of the narrator, which can be placed next to 
the corresponding image in the next book, creating a visual conversation between the texts that 
works towards highlighting the stark differences between the two viewpoints just as effectively 
as the language choices contained in the written sections.  
     Multimodality is leveraged differently in these different renderings, but they are not distanced 
through exclusivity. When we look at the hardcover collection in and of itself, the images used to 
bracket the chapters force the reader to physically move the books together, to manipulate the 
connection between them, revealing the incongruous imagery that draws parallels between the 
two points of view. The image that begins day two, for instance, in Snacks (18-19) depicts Zolty, 
the ringleader, performing in the circus ring to a near empty crowd, being pelted with fruit. This 
is essentially a representation of the events in the narrative that preceded the illustration. The 
image in News (12-13) shows an angry crowd seated on benches jeering at an unseen spectacle, 
with the narrative events following this being a crowd jeering at the recently incarcerated Zolty. 
When combined, the whole image becomes one of an angry crowd facing the performing Zolty. 
The conversation between images only occurs through the audience bringing the images 
together, and while it is perhaps less immersive than the digital telling, it makes the audience just 
as complicit in the narrative by requiring them to perform the manipulation in the first place.  
This dynamic is acutely indicative of the Bakhtinian view of the novel, which “represents the 
drama of speech reacting to speech of words struggling to answer, paraphrase, or even 
deliberately ignore each other – and of words anticipating how they themselves will be 
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answered, paraphrased, or ignored” (Morson, 1986, 123-124). The only difference, of course, is 
that the kind of speech evidenced here is not linguistic, but visual, with its own kind of grammar, 
and syntactic construction, facilitated by the audience, and supported by the narration preceding 
and following it.  
     The kind of haptic complicity evident in the hardback collection of the Pickle Index, is not so 
far removed from that of S., it is merely a degree of diegetic inclusion of the physical object. The 
multimodal renderings evidenced in each is the invitation to explore, a signal to the audience that 
the complexity of narrative elements are part of a larger whole, and that whole is not the totality 
of the narrative text. Rather, the whole, or indeed wholes, is a deeper understanding of the world 
of a story, as those who populate that world and make their understandings of it accessible. It is 
conversation between characters, and between characters and the world, using more than one 
mode of communication when necessary, so that an audience can be complicit in that 
conversation, and in turn, instrumental in constructing the world itself for the characters to 
converse, interact, and act in.  
 
 
3.4 Towards a framework for transmedia narrative cohesion 
 
The challenge presented in this research, as previously stated, is in developing a theoretical 
framework for transmedial narrative cohesion between print and digital narrative spaces. It is my 
contention that the tension between character and storyworld is a central theoretical concern in 
developing this cohesion. This chapter has identified three predominant issues that need to be 
accounted for when narrative content is dispersed transmedially. The first is the arrangement of 
specific media the narrative is told through and the context in which an audience encounters 
them. More than choreography, however, the way an audience encounters a specific kind of 
media has the potential to both contribute to the narrative world of a story, or depart from it, 
depending on how character is leveraged across the different sites. In short, the success of any 
specific media within an ecological narrative arrangement is dependent on the level of narrative 
relevance the media itself can demonstrate. 
     The second issue concerning transmedial narrative cohesion that the research has identified is 
the relationship between the telling of the story and the story itself; the relationship between 
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narrators and characters, and the role they play in establishing the world of a narrative for an 
audience. In the context of TS, there is often slippage between the roles, characters become 
narrators, narrators are beholden to the description of secondary characters, and these all 
influence the construction of the world of a story, and therefore, the particular logic the narrative 
must establish and then follow.  
     Lastly, the research has identified the importance of the specific semiotic mechanisms 
available to characters in presenting or representing each other and the world their story takes 
place in. The cohesive properties in the character-world tension can be developed meaningfully 
when the linguistic bounds of the novel are broken in the same way the physical bounds of the 
novel are broken. Extending beyond the physical need not be an exercise in instruction to an 
audience, but a recursive expansion that includes movement between the physical and the digital, 
movement between the linguistic and other semiotic modes. In doing so, there is, of course, a 
balance that needs to be struck between the digital and the physical because the semiotic 
capacities of any media are not in and of themselves the edge of the media that contains them. 
Rather, the edges of any media blur in a TS narrative in such a way that their semiotic capacities 
overlap and interact. It is in this interaction that the relationship between character and 
storyworld truly becomes the central line through which cohesion can be developed.  
     Underpinning this assertion is the belief that storyworlds shape characters so they may in turn 
shape storyworlds.  The function of any framework for cohesion, then, needs to account for this 
relationship, and the different ways it makes itself known. Indeed, drawing on this relationship is 
what makes cohesion function, even when there is evidence in a narrative of discontinuity, like a 
film that uses jump cuts to startle the audience into paying attention to its artifice, or incongruity 
in the ontological status of any given storyworld. As this chapter has attempted to demonstrate, 
cohesion is not as simple as creating a ‘sameness’ between narrative elements or narrative sites. 
It is more accurately a weaving of logic that permeates the form(s) and content of the narrative in 
a way that accentuates its textual, medial, and language choices in working towards an 
identifiable whole or wholes. And that logic can rightly be seen as privileging disparateness in its 
articulation: between narrative sites; between semiotic modes; between the physical and the 
digital; between the real and fictional worlds. For this reason, the research proposes a framework 
for transmedial narrative cohesion that is, in itself, a framework that draws on a disparate logic, 
or more acutely, a logic of disparateness.  
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     The next chapter outlines the logic of disparateness as a framework for transmedial cohesion, 
and is derived from scrutiny of the discussed influential examples and through the construction 
of the creative work, Martyrs. It is not my intention that the framework presents a totality of 
cohesive properties for a TS text operating at the print-digital nexus. It is beyond the scope of the 
research to offer anything close to a complete topology, nor would it be prudent to do so in the 
face of constantly developing technology. Instead, the framework offers a way of thinking about 
transmedial cohesion that speaks to the ecological structure of a TS narrative, and what Umberto 
Eco calls the cosmological affair of the novel: “it is the universe the author has built, and the 
events that occur in it, that dictate the rhythm, style, and even word choice” (Eco, 2011, 14), to 
which I would add only that the universe also dictates the kinds of cohesion that may develop 
from its construction.       
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4. The logic of disparateness: a framework for 
transmedial narrative cohesion     
 
As identified, the disparities at play in a transmedial narrative are numerous, and to affect 
cohesion in a narrative context it is necessary to establish the shape and nature of the network 
through which storytelling can occur at the nexus of print and digital creative writing. This 
chapter attempts to offer insight into how creative writers might begin to meet cohesive 
disparities through a narrative logic. The logic of disparateness encompasses the relational and 
ontological status of a storyworld, positioned as it is at the intersection of the real world and the 
notional one. This arrangement is examined through Aaron Calbreath-Frasieur’s (2012) 
discussion of The Muppets as a metafictional text, and through further examination of The Silent 
History (2014). By following this particular cartography, we are better positioned to understand 
the cohesive power of characters when they wield the keys to creation themselves, that is, when 
we understand fictional characters not as puppets, but as instigators of events, scribes of 
experiences, and the lens through which we may glimpse the significance of their actions within 
their specific world, from the vantage point of our own. The logic of disparateness, then, also 
considers metaleptical transgressions of vertical and lateral movement in terms of the cohesive 
architecture it exhibits, specifically in terms of how it relates to worldbuilding. This is examined 
through discussion of Robert Kirkman and Tony More’s ongoing comic series The Walking 
Dead (2003) in relation to the videogame of the same name by Telltale games (2012). Lastly, 
multimodality is discussed in terms of the communicative power of mixed semiotic modes 
within, and across, the discrete media that make up the real world architecture of the fictional 
storyworld. This is discussed through further examination of The Pickle Index (2015) and Kate 
Pullinger and Chris Joseph’s Flight Paths (2007) 
  
4.1 Relational world theory 
   
There is a long history in literary theory of the demarcation between the ‘real’ world from which 
we may be transported, ostensibly into the ‘fictional’ world of a story (see for instance 
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Goodman, 1978; Herman, 2002, 2009). Media theory, conversely, makes clear the senselessness 
of establishing a binary relationship between the physical world and the digital world (see 
Elwell, 2013). There is, then, a paradox of sorts, for transmedia writers who wish to cohesively 
connect a physical book to a wider ecology of digital narrative elements. As yet, there is no 
framework that accounts for the necessary balancing of media and literary rhetoric in 
ontologically positioning the fictional world of a story in a cohesive transmedia narrative. 
Problematising this dynamic further is consideration of audiences as they consume transmedia 
narratives. Questions around metaphorical transportation to fictional worlds are complicated by 
literal movement between narrative spaces, digital and physical devices, and movement across 
the notional world which may or may not be fictional in its representation.  
     As a starting point, it can be argued that narrative cohesion is, in part, a form of contextual 
positioning enacted for an audience (Giovagnoli, 2011), making them aware of the ontological 
dynamics at play. As part of that positioning, it is necessary to consider the role specific media 
play in the shaping a story. Of course, the arrangement of narrative events, within a recognisable 
time span, within an understandable place solidifies this contextual orientation of a narrative 
(Dena, 2009). But the media themselves can extend beyond operating as a container of narrative 
information and function as part of that information. For Giovagnoli the contextual operation of 
a TS narrative includes “the characters’ ways of expressing themselves and all other conditions 
that structure the ordinary and extraordinary worlds of the story” (2011, 60). Contextual 
awareness of a narrative and its dispersal can effectively include disparities that may play out 
across media, as characters’ ways of expressing themselves either conform or clash against a 
universal narrative logic.  
     It is here we can follow the movement across media into ontological territory, and consider 
the implications of theorising characters as the architects of storyworlds, and how that might 
affect the way we perceive a storyworld according to our vantage point. To do so is a task that 
requires us to add more detail to the positioning of the ontological status of the storyworld. 
     As discussed in Chapter Three, we can arguably position the fictional world of a transmedia 
narrative as sitting in the liminal space between the real and the notional worlds, with its 
existence coming into being when an audience moves across a narrative between print and digital 
spaces. This section of the thesis will discuss relational world theory as a transmedial ontological 
arrangement, outlining its theoretical implications and how it can be seen to affect the 
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development of narrative cohesion. It draws from, but is dissimilar to, Marie-Laure Ryan’s 
(1991) possible worlds theory. Ryan posits a hierarchical ontological system of textual world 
creation that is exhibited in the modal capabilities of fiction, and that, by engaging in that 
system, a reader is ‘recentered’ into the textual world of the narrative. Ryan distinguishes a 
difference between the world of a narrative (textual actual world) and the representation of that 
world (textual reference world), but argues in fiction the two are essentially interchangeable 
(1991, 26). Alice Bell (2010) uses this as the basis for a hypertextual ontological system that 
allows for alternate versions of narrative occurrences that happen in the branching narratives of 
hypertext fiction, where, depending on how the audience engages with the hypertext, they will 
have different experiences; not just a different understanding of narrative, but the narrative 
occurrences themselves will be different. Where the research builds on this idea is the relational 
positioning of the story world as a non-stable collection of representations, rather than a system 
of possible worlds. Bell argues, “we can never know whether the descriptions of a textual 
reference world verify or contradict its actual status because it does not actually exist” (2010, 
24). Rather than substantiate interchangeability between the world of a story and representations 
of that world, this research argues that TS narratives facilitate a number of incongruent 
representations of a storyworld as cohesive and narratively significant. Where possible worlds 
theory allows for any number of alternative occurrences or outcomes, relational world theory 
maintains that the world of a TS narrative has a non-stable status. Its ontological nature is made 
up of the different, conflicting understandings of that world as represented by characters and 
narrators; the reality of the storyworld exists in the spaces between different characters’ 
representations, which themselves exist between the real and notional worlds. Moreover, by 
existing in more than one media, relational world theory expands the non-stability of a TS 
storyworld to the extent that not only modal choices, but also media choices, can be seen as 
elements of characterisation. These elements play out across the relational world model, starting 
with the real world as a vantage point.            
4.1.1 The real world 
In terms of narrative cohesion, discussion of the real world is not so much a matter of 
philosophical rumination on what is real and what is not. Instead, it should serve in highlighting 
the real world as the location of narrative technologies, and that being the case, work towards 
defining an audience’s relationship with those technologies, whether they are smart phones, 
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tablets, or a printed novel. For the purpose of this research we need only to consider the real 
world as the vantage point from which we glimpse narrative worlds (Dena, 2009), and the 
implications such a framing has on our relationship to the notional world. While the digital and 
physical need not be theoretically separated, we can point to the physicality of digital devices, 
the hardware, and the physicality of a printed novel – its pages, covers, and the progression 
through them – as inherently rooted in the real world. Because of this it can be argued that the 
borders of the notional world only exist in how we interact with these devices, and the 
relationships that form between them when we do. The rules that govern the real world, such as 
the linear progression of time, contextualise our interactions with these devices, and in turn, our 
access to the fictional world of a story is influenced by how we consume that story.    
 
4.1.2 The notional world 
The notional world refers to William Gibson’s definition of the transpositional nature of the 
internet, stemming from his speculative fiction novel Neuromancer (1984) where the term 
cyberspace was used to distinguish the spatial difference between the real world and the digital 
one. In the notional world, comprised of the nodal structures and connective tissue of the 
internet, digital enactments of narrative are positioned alongside every other digitality that exists 
in the notional world. That is, blogs sit next to YouTube videos, Facebook accounts next to news 
websites and Wikipedia. Just as the smart phone or tablet can access applications or news, so too 
can they access digital fiction or non-fiction constructions. This dynamic enforces a meta-
architectural influence on fictional digital texts in that, by the nature of existing in the notional 
world, they are self-reflexive: their very existence is referential to the mechanisms which allow 
them to exist.  
     More than a repository for texts, however, the notional world is an embodied space, where the 
borders are enacted, not crossed, by those who populate them. Engaging with digital media, 
therefore, is more than following a hypertextual system of links; it is mediated existence, where 
many tasks are facilitated through the apparatuses of the real world, so they may be perceived in 
the notional. Tasks such as ordering food or booking accommodation are mechanistically similar 
to consuming a fictional or non-fictional narrative. The implication here is one of culture and 
practice, and is not without a problematic categorisation. As Deuze (2006) notes, the culture of 
the internet, the culture of the notional world, is not a universal set of values, practices, and 
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ideologies, but a facilitated mode of individualisation, a vastly personal existence in a global 
context. 
     To turn this towards creative practice, one needs to examine the ways in which digital texts 
(as part of a TS story) can not only make use of the self-referential nature of fiction in the 
notional world, but also do so in a way that is cohesive when the boundary is traversed from or 
back to the real world. In other words, one must consider the ways in which digitality is enacted. 
Deuze point’s to bricolage as a method through which much online content is created, “the 
remixing, reconstructing, and the reusing of separate artifacts, actions, ideas, signs, symbols, and 
styles in order to create new insights or meanings” (2006, 70). This is, as Abba points out, a 
digital iteration of the plurality that Bakhtin privileges in his conception of the novel (although 
Abba only explicitly refers to multivocallity) (2009). This being the case, we must consider the 
role individualisation can have on a TS narrative, and how to best leverage it for cohesion in 
digital spaces, and as a consequence, beyond them. 
     The first aspect of this is attribution. That is, part of the contextual positioning of a TS 
narrative for the purpose of cohesion, is making explicit the narrative origin of the texts 
contained within it, connecting them to the character or characters responsible. We can look for 
examples, for instance, in Aaron Calbreath-Frasieur’s (2012) metafictional consideration of The 
Muppets franchise as a vehicle for describing the benefits of attributing texts to characters in 
transmedia storytelling to achieve narrative cohesion.   
     Calbreath-Frasieur argues The Muppets franchise creates a large and integrated metanarrative 
that consists of the separate Muppets texts which depict characters in the state of performance. 
This continual performance is identified by “choice of material, behavioral traits, skill level” 
(2012, 178) and the use of self-reflexivity to “signal the performance as performance, and help 
build this metanarrative” (ibid). The characters in the franchise are attributed with the 
performances they create in every installment, regardless of the narrative space they appear in. 
The narrative of performing and the narrative of the performance self-reflexively tie every 
separate Muppets story into a cohesive, ongoing whole precisely because of the attribution of the 
texts.  
     In a digital context, this self-reflexivity and attribution can be seen in works already 
discussed, such as the oral histories given by characters in The Silent History (Horowitz, Derby, 
Moffett, 2014). But, as discussed in Chapter Three, attribution is only part of the equation. What 
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is necessary beyond linking a specific text with a specific character or characters is the 
contextual reason for the text to exist in the first place. In The Muppets, the characters’ texts exist 
because they are involved in the business of theatre productions and movie making; in The Silent 
History, the texts exist because the characters are involved in the business of recording their 
personal histories – these acts, as much as the texts themselves, contribute to the cohesion of the 
larger narrative in which they exist. As the characters create their texts, it is the purpose behind 
their decisions that facilitates differences of opinion, narration, and recitation of facts. 
Accordingly, disparate accounts can still be seen as cohesive because the attribution is borne of 
the same individualisation that contributes to the notional world being so ubiquitously inhabited.  
     At its core, TS narratives represent a fractured logic that privileges multiplicity over linear 
continuity. Jenkins argues as much, writing, “one of the powerful things that transmedia stories 
can do is shift our perspectives, showing us what the events look like from the point of view of 
secondary and sometimes opposing characters” (2010, 147). The borders of these kinds of 
narratives, where “the pleasure of the audience [rests] on seeing familiar characters and 
situations told in radically different guises” are not strictly a question of design; they don’t 
depend wholly on an audience experiencing every text, every utterance of a character. The 
shapes of these kinds of narratives are as much a function of how the audience chooses to 
experience them – how and when they decide to cross the notional or narrative borders – as they 
are of a larger uni-structural design.  
     In this logic, there is perhaps a tendency to view TS narratives as uncompromising in their 
complexity, delivering unnecessary media complications in depicting points of view, not for the 
sake of the story, but to buy into fetishism of the technological. Rather than take this view, the 
research argues that to narratively serve a transmedia story experienced in the notional, plurality 
is not the point of narrative design. It is a tool at the writer’s disposal, and one that needs a 
purpose for deployment, one just as specific and idiosyncratic as the characters from The 
Muppets or The Silent History have for constructing their own texts. In other words, the 
characters depicted in these kinds of dispersed stories need to be ‘in the business’ of sharing their 
perspective. To leverage that multiplicity in the notional world is not just to make use of its 
ephemeral ecology of connected spaces or content, but a practice that self-reflexively considers 
how and why those spaces, and the media and devices which allow access to them, function in 
the first place.          
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     Or, to put it more simply, if we acknowledge that the notional world is ubiquitous, but not 
universally experienced, if it is comprised of a plurality of voices, and we can deploy that 
plurality for fictional means, then we can begin to understand the place of the fictional world in 
relation to the notional one, and indeed, the real world. 
4.1.3 The fictional world 
Much scholarship around storyworlds stems from the interaction of textual and cognitive 
understandings of how worlds in stories operate, are interpreted, and understood. This has led to 
a distinction between the cognitive model and the ontological model of a storyworld, posited 
most stridently by Ryan (2016). It is my contention, however, that all storyworlds are a product 
of cognition on behalf of the audience, and as a result of that cognitive effort, the interpretation 
of textual clues leads to all storyworlds taking on ontological weight. Where Ryan separates the 
cognitive and ontological models from the transmedia model (2016, 12), largely as a mechanism 
of categorisation, my argument lies in the deployment of TS as a matter of creative writing 
practice. I posit that a TS writer needs to draw on both cognitive and ontological thinking to 
establish a cohesive narrative world that plays out across distinct media.  
     This goes some way towards filling a narratological gap, where “representational variation 
across media and genres has been downplayed in favor of searching for cognitive universals of 
experiencing represented worlds” (Hatavara et al. 2016, 3). Rather than focusing on the 
universality of stories as something separate from the media and specific texts they are 
embedded in, as is the focus of much contemporary narratology, this research looks to the 
specificity of media used in developing narrative cohesion when contending with media that 
have their own aesthetic, theoretical, and practical traditions and history.     
     But there is still some ground to cover in articulating the positon of a fictional TS storyworld 
in the liminal space between the real world and the notional one. Before we can begin to 
understand the tools of world creation, and the means of interpretation at the disposal of an 
audience, we must first contend with the spatiotemporal implications of this positioning. 
 
4.1.4 Narrative liminality: story and storyworld 
The concept of liminality in literary and cultural scholarship stems most prominently from Victor 
Turner’s sociological work from the 1970s and 1980s. Turner describes liminality, at the most 
basic level, as stemming from the Latin ‘limen’, meaning threshold between two spaces (1985, 
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205). Turner’s focus on ritual and rites of passage (itself building on Arnold van Gennep’s 1909 
Rites de Passage) as spatiotemporally significant examples of liminality, are grounded in the 
movement of an individual from one state of being to another in a society. Rather than being 
bound to just literal movement, however, the concept of liminality is, according to Turner, a 
deeply metaphorical one, especially when it meets the dramaturgical or narrative act of 
performance: “The liminal, then, might possibly be constructed as the product of contraction, a 
space and time left empty, within which creative activities may or might take place” (Turner, 
1985, 210).  
     It is this ambiguity around possibilities, creative activities that may or might take place, which 
is the theoretical through line that has been adopted by postmodern literary scholars in etching 
out the impact of liminality in contexts other than the ethnographic. Sandor Klapcsik, for 
instance, posits, “although postmodern liminality still implies an in-between state and the 
transgression of borderline, it ceases to refer to a temporary situation in a finite and teleological 
process” (2012, 13). The movement away from the ‘temporary’ is a movement away from 
framing liminality as a passage between dualities, and instead casts light on the complexity of 
multiplicities when we view the liminal, in a narrative sense, as not just a ‘between’, but an 
‘always between’ – that is, not linearly progressive between two states, but as a state that is 
constantly, eternally, in flux.  
     For TS writers, this emerging sense of the liminal is not yet fully defined, other than to 
describe some constituent parts of its theoretical makeup (See for instance Kalpcsik’s discussion 
on pluralised textual structures, 2012, 15). It can, however, be argued that liminal space, in the 
sense of a TS narrative, makes use of both the physical and the notional world as spaces to sit 
between, but does not do so with the purpose of just traveling from one to the other. Rather, the 
ecology of texts that make up a TS narrative contribute to a multiplicity of liminalities that play 
out between platforms, between voices, between worlds, between narrative forms, in such a way 
that the liminal is both ontological and cognitive in nature, but at the same time is neither wholly 
comprised of either. Transmedial liminality, in other words, is a method, a state, and a space of 
fictional worlds and their creation. 
     In a sense, this is an inversion of Turner’s central thinking around liminality. Rather than 
looking at how society shapes rites of passages and rituals that facilitate the progression of an 
individual from one state of being to another, transmedial liminality looks to individuals – to 
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characters, to readers, to viewers – to facilitate the shaping of fictional societies or worlds. 
Transmedia storyworlds don’t just exist in the liminal, they emerge from it. The consequence of 
such a framing is a shift in how we understand the nature of a storyworld, how it is built, how it 
is interpreted, and what that might mean for TS writers. 
 
4.1.5 Storyworlds: architects and builders 
There is, on the one hand, a long history in literary scholarship and popular writing that would 
stipulate a good story ‘transports’ a reader or viewer to a new world. Herman argues as such 
about the metaphor, writing that when a narrative is consumed, when it is interpreted, the 
audience doesn’t just piece together the occurrences in a chain of cause and effect, but 
“imaginatively (emotionally, viscerally) inhabit a world in which, besides happening and 
existing, things matter, agitate, exalt, repulse, provide grounds for laughter, and so on – both for 
narrative agents and for interpreters working to make sense of their circumstances and 
(inter)actions” (2009, 119). This view is broad enough to account for narratives of print, screen 
and so on, but fails to consider narratives that are comprised of more than one media.  
     On the other hand, when literary scholarship begins to encounter transmediality, the notion of 
‘transportation’ becomes more than a metaphor, and is enacted in such a way that lends 
theoretical weight to the fictional storyworld as a spatiotemporal phenomenon. That is not to 
imply, through transmediality, a fictional world becomes tangible, but that the necessary 
movement between media is a more literal form of transportation than occurs when an audience 
consumes only one form of narrative media. To put it another way, when a TS text exists across 
a print book and digital spaces, the media themselves are co-opted as mechanisms of 
transportation. The choice to move between them, the order (if there is a choice) in which they 
are consumed, play a role in how the audience constructs the storyworld from the media, and the 
specific texts which they contain.  
     The implication, then, of positioning the storyworld of a TS narrative in the liminal, is that it 
allows us to consider the storyworld as both a creation of cognition on behalf of the audience (as 
they interpret world) and as an invention of textuality (the elements of media, their specific 
semiotic capabilities, and the resulting narrative discourses). Two roles, then, can be seen to 
emerge from such a positioning. Characters and narrators are the architects of storyworlds. They 
use their textual means, and the associated narrative discourses to represent the storyworld in a 
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way that is understandable. Audiences, on the other hand, are the builders. That is, through 
interpreting the representations of storyworlds presented textually, they construct a mental model 
of that world and the associated logic and tensions of narrative occurrences as they play out 
(Herman, 2009, 106). More importantly, when we observe a narrative extending from a print 
artefact into the notional world (in any number of digitalities), we are more acutely able to 
appreciate its ontological status, as the cognitive and the textual combine to create for the 
audience the most agile rendering possible.  
     The consequence of that rendering – the merging of text and cognition, form and content – is 
a recession from the vantage point from which the narrative is viewed, a movement away from 
real world and towards the fictional storyworld. The distinction here is one of layering, and it 
serves to be precise. In the act of consuming a TS narrative, the real world and the notional world 
become subordinate to the fictional world. That is to say, the fictional storyworld exerts its 
presence in the mind of the audience, and manifests itself in the notional world through which 
part of it is consumed. We do not access the notional world to glimpse the fictional one, but 
rather, it is through glimpsing the fictional world that we inhabit the notional world in that 
specific act of consumption. If we examine the ontological diagram (proposed in Chapter Three) 
from a different point of view, we can see the relationship in this way:  
 
Fig.3 Relational worlds side view 
 
The benefit of this relational subordination is in its framing of the storyworld as distinct from 
both the notional and the real world, but also dependent upon them for existence – for meaning 
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to be made. This cartographic principle operates under the assumption that there is a theoretical 
tension between the world of a story and the story itself. In acknowledging this tension, the 
concept of a storyworld is elevated from an element of storytelling practice or craft to a level of 
ontological significance that allows us to consider storyworlds as distinct metaphysical 
phenomena through which storytelling can occur. The implication here is that that the storyworld 
exists beyond any particular story, and that as much as a story makes explicit elements of the 
world, doing so also implies information, history, and people that exist beyond the narrative at 
hand (Farner, 2014). In this wider ontological framing of a storyworld, then, it is not so 
contentious to argue that in the world of a story there may be characters with dissenting views, or 
indeed, outright contradictory understandings of the narrative world, and the tensions and 
occurrences that happen within it. Approaching this fact through a philosophical TS lens means 
creative writers can draw on the implicit vastness of a storyworld in creating wider reaching 
narratives as they extend across different media, and in doing so, give explicit voice to the 
dissent that is, nonetheless, cohesive when it stems from the same ontological structure. 
Questions around who to give voice to, and when to give them voice, become a matter of 
mediality: what kind of platform would any character reasonably use to share their voice? And in 
doing so, how does that affect the ecological arrangement of texts?  
     The possibility this presents to the TS writer who is interested in ways to position a printed 
novel in a wider ecology of digital texts is in leveraging the multiplicities for narrative means. 
The liminal space in which TS storyworlds exist is really multiple liminalities that converge as 
the narrative is mediated by an audience. Spaces between platforms, between print and digital 
texts, between the real world and the notional one, become the spaces between different 
characters’ representations of the world in which they exist. This framing exemplifies the first 
steps towards balancing media and literary rhetoric in ontologically positioning the fictional 
world of a story in a cohesive transmedia narrative, and does so in a way that ties directly to the 
creative writing practice of giving characters voice.  
     In articulating the fullness of such an arrangement, however, where contradictory or 
ambiguous representations of storyworlds can occur, consideration must be given to the way in 
which worlds are represented as much as the representations themselves, and more importantly, 
who is doing the representing. The next section addresses the theoretical ramifications of giving 
characters license to design and depict the worlds in which they live.  
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4.2. Subjective ontological metalepsis & narrative cohesion 
 
Chapter Three introduced the concept of subjective ontological metalepsis, which I defined as 
the metaleptic movement across Genette’s (1980) narrative levels (intradiegetic, metadiegetic, 
and extradiegetic) that occur in a non-stable ontological storyworld. A non-stable ontological 
storyworld is one in which characters and narrators disagree, either explicitly, or through the 
means of textuality or narrative discourse, about the rules and tensions present in a narrative 
world. Deployed in a TS narrative, the resulting ecology of texts present a diverse array of 
representations of a specific storyworld, and the development of cohesion relies on building a 
solid link between any one representation, and the character whose senses and experiences an 
audience glimpses the world through. This section will first demonstrate how a subjectively 
experienced TS storyworld can be seen to be cohesive through textual means, and then will go 
on to describe the cohesive properties that develop when subjective metaleptic movement occurs 
in a TS narrative.     
     To gain an insight into textual representation of a subjective storyworld, we can look to the 
world depicted in The Walking Dead (TWD). Here I am referring specifically to the ongoing 
comic series The Walking Dead (created by Robert Kirkman and Tony Moore in 2003) and the 
Telltale Games videogame of the same name, which began releasing ‘episodes’ in 2012. While 
the research acknowledges the popularity of the AMC television series The Walking Dead, it is 
not included in the discussion here as it does not share the same ontological world as that of the 
comics and the videogame.  
     The comics and the Telltale videogame share a transmedia storyworld (Ecenbarger, 2016) in 
that they each take place in the same universe, and do not ‘retell’ the same story across different 
media. In both, the narrative revolves around groups of survivors struggling to eke out an 
existence in the world after an apocalyptic event in the form of zombies. At first glance, the 
storyworld of TWD comics might seem completely objective, in that none of the characters have 
narratorial powers and are thus incapable of framing things in any way that deviates from the 
central logic of the world. They may have their own interpretation of the ‘best’ way to survive, 
and indeed this forms part of dramatic tension of the ongoing narrative, but none of the 
characters are able to represent their differences of opinion textually; they are only able to 
articulate their ideas through dialogue that does not, in and of itself, lead to a subjective 
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storyworld, just a world where there are differences of opinion. When considered alongside the 
Telltale videogame, however, the objectivity of the storyworld is ruptured, and the concrete 
nature of the comic panels give way in the more fluid representation of the decision based 
gameplay of TWD videogame.  
     Sulimma (2014) and Ecenbarger (2016) both point to the textual similarities in the 
representation of the storyworld, where the Telltale game mirrors design choices in the comics 
while also building on them. The TWD comic books present black and white illustrations, jagged 
dialogue typesetting, and often set out to depict a large depth of field to create a sense of scope 
and scale to the number of zombies in dangerous areas. These panels are often juxtaposed with 
close-ups of characters, particularly when they are in a physical altercation with a zombie; 
grappling with small handheld weapons (focusing on either the weapons, the weapon’s contact 
with a zombie, or the facial expressions of the character). In this way the comic follows the 
established aesthetic rules of comic books, or ‘sequential art’, described by practitioner-theorists 
in works such as Will Eisner’s Graphic Storytelling and Visual Narrative (2008) and Scott 
McCloud’s Understanding Comics (1993). The culmination is a distinctive visual style of stark 
contrasts, use of negative space, ambitious depths of field, and a temporality that is linear, but 
frenetic and fast moving. It is also worth mentioning that this distinctive style was as much a 
necessity of budget as it was a purposeful artistic choice. The lack of colour and the simple line 
work of the comic allowed a higher number of panels to be produced in a shorter amount of time.    
     The game version of TWD takes these visual cues, and reconfigures them for gameplay, 
adding additional features to both establish it as unique text in its own right, while also 
developing solid textual and narrative links to the comic texts. The game itself uses the same 
typography for graphical interfaces, but adds a greater depth to visual styling of characters, 
animating them with a fuller illusion of three dimensions. Similarly, the game uses a fuller 
colour pallet in its design, depicting full block colours and shading in place of the comic’s black 
and white depictions. This necessarily has an impact on the narrative, allowing for a wider range 
of visual storytelling choices.   
     The two evocations of storyworld, while sharing a base aesthetic approach, are dissimilar. 
One is illustrated in black and white; the other animated and colourful. Rather than describe the 
cohesion across the two evocations as developing in spite of the different media in the narrative 
ecology, I contend that that cohesion between the two narrative sites develops because of the 
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different representational capacities of each media; particularly the subjectivity presented in the 
gameplay of the TWD game.   
     As players progress through levels, each labeled as an ‘episode’ (itself linguistic 
manifestation of yet another media), they are presented with a series of ethical choices: who to 
save, who to leave, when to attack, when to run. These decisions affect the narrative arc of the 
game, and depending on the specific decisions made by the player, the game presents different 
sets of alternative narrative occurrences. This mechanic transports one of the overarching 
narrative tensions from the comic, arguments about the ‘best’ way to survive, to the level of 
narrative discourse, resulting in a subjective experience for the audience, where decisions have 
repercussions. The resulting logical conclusion from this manifestation is that the world itself, in 
instances of consumption, does not have an objectively correct way of operating in. Rather, when 
the comics and the game are consumed together, there is a dynamic subjectivity that plays out 
through the representations of the storyworld, leaving questions around the ‘best’ way to survive 
in a state of ambiguity.  
     It can be argued, of course, that as an audience member plays the TWD game, a kind of 
metalepsis occurs where their real world identity converges with the fictional character whose 
identity they assume in playing the game. Ryan (2006) points to this kind of ontological 
metalepsis as being an inherent part of narratives making use of digital mechanisms, positioning 
it as a logical effect derived from the hierarchical nature of the architecture of machines that use 
languages (such as coding) to create virtual worlds. Ryan writes, “as programs that produce 
fictional worlds, they can play with the levels of world and code; as worlds invite the player to 
play the role of a character, they can exploit the contrast between the player’s real and fictional 
identities (2006, 224). This assertion is valuable to the research in highlighting the relational 
nature of the real world and fictional storyworlds, but it is not this specific form of metalepsis I 
wish to focus on presently. More immediately valuable to the research, is discussion on how 
subjectivity plays out across different renderings of the TWD storyworld. 
     The different representations of the world are not strictly cohesive because of the media they 
are attached to (although that undoubtedly plays a role), but because the options to assert 
subjective choices in one media call into question the objectivity presented in the other. The 
cohesion develops, largely, from the characters whose experiences the audience is constructing 
the world through. Because the game and the comics focus on different characters (allowing for 
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some crossover), the representation where there is a subjective choice, and the representation 
where there is not, cease to be products entirely of the media in which they exist, and become 
products of the tension between the world being represented and the characters who are 
representing it.                       
     In acknowledging that this tension has a cohesive effect on the narrative, due in part to the 
different discourse capacities of the media utilised in the telling, it becomes obvious that the 
more directly a character contributes to the architecture of a storyworld, the further afield the 
representation can be, while still maintaining cohesion. In allowing more than one character to 
directly contribute to the representation of a story world, that is by giving them narratorial duties, 
or by allowing textual constructs of their own to appear unabridged through the means of 
narrative discourse, the rhetorical metalepsis that occurs creates a holistically subjective 
storyworld, where neither representation is objectively accurate. Chapter Five will explore the 
application of this theory as part of the logic of disparateness in relation to how it has been 
applied to Martyrs. For now, however, I wish to focus on the centricity of character in 
representing storyworlds, and the means they may have at their disposal to do so. The next 
section of this chapter addresses multimodality as a conceptual tool at the disposal of fictional 
characters when metalepsis occurs, and specifically focuses on the iterative nature of 
representing subjective storyworlds.        
 
 
4.3 Iterative multimodality and cohesion     
 
Chapter Three discussed the importance of semiotics, and the resulting concept of multimodality 
in considering how cohesion may be developed in transmedial works. There is a continuing 
history of practitioners and theorists (see Dena, 2009; Scolari, 2009, 2013 for example) 
positioning multimodality as a primary concept through which complex transmedia works can be 
seen as a cohesive narrative. A multimodal work represents, too, a dexterity central to the writing 
process that is relevant to authors who seek to operate at the nexus of print/digital nexus. This 
section will explore the theoretical ramifications for creative writers who deploy character-
centric multimodality as a way of developing cohesion across narrative sites. The concept of 
iterative multimodality, drawing from social semiotics’ focus on the making of signs, as opposed 
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to the use of signs (Kress, 2010, 54), is presented as a means of describing the connective tissue 
that develops between incongruent renderings of storyworlds. 
     Iterative multimodality is a model through which transmedia narratives can be seen to 
inherently frame multimodality as an iterative process whereby characters represent or express 
their understanding of their world. In making such a claim, it is necessary to unpack what I mean 
by representation, what I mean by iteration, and how these notions philosophically tie into 
multimodality. 
 
4.3.1 Representing worlds  
Representation, for the purpose of this research, describes the knowledge or understanding that a 
character is trying to convey about the world they live in. That is not to say that every utterance, 
every action a character takes, is done so with the explicit purpose of expressing their 
understanding of the world. But regardless of the intention of any single expression, every time a 
character does speak or engage in representative activity, an audience gains a better 
understanding of the world that character exists in. Moreover, different characters can understand 
their world differently, and as a consequence, express a different understanding of that world. In 
a TS narrative, the means through which characters engage in that expression, directly or 
indirectly, by using various semiotic modes, is consequently wider than can be contained in any 
one media. It is my contention that in this kind of unstable construction, cohesion develops 
through expressing the pluralities of storyworld representations as idiosyncratic to the characters 
representing them.  
     This is not so wild a contention. Indeed, multimodality has a theoretical foundation of 
differently expressed notions of ‘knowledge’ or understanding. Kress writes, “knowledge is 
made in many sites: in wikis, in blogs, but also – without fuss or notice – in everyday 
conversation, in instances of unremarkable, banal interaction[…]when knowledge is made 
anywhere, by anyone, ‘knowledge’ ceases to be ‘canonical’[…]Canonical representations of 
knowledge become unstable, whether as mode (should I use writing or image?) or as genre 
(which is apt, the essay or the narrative or the cartoon?)” (2010, 133). In this way, it can be 
argued that multimodality is philosophically concerned with cohesion. While the language of 
multimodality is limited to the modal capacities of any specific media, (you cannot, for instance, 
display an animation in a physical book), choices around modalities extend into choices around 
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genre or form. The resulting representations that stem from different combinations of these 
elements, when multiple media are used, can be seen as cohesive if there is an identifiable point 
of view. That is, in a narrative sense, multimodal cohesion develops when there is an identifiable 
character responsible for the representation. This being the case, rather than look to 
multimodality as a generic form of sense making, for TS writers, the more immediate questions 
are how to leverage this notion in their creative practice and why attempt it.       
     Rather than asking what kinds of modality best serve an individual story, a transmedia story is 
best served by asking how individual characters would make modal choices in representing their 
knowledge. As characters interact, as they transfer information (whether through dialogue, 
movement, or imagery, and so on), the characters themselves can be seen to make particular 
semiotic choices. And while those choices may present wildly inconsistent kinds of knowledge 
and modes of representation, if they are consistent on an individual character level – that is, so 
long as a single character maintains consistency in their knowledge of the world (or demonstrates 
how their thinking has developed or changed) – then whatever grouping of representations occur, 
there is an idiosyncratic logic permeating through the overarching inconsistency. 
 
4.3.2 Iteration and representation 
Iterative multimodality allows for both the granular representative plurality of a singular 
character’s point of view, but it also allows for larger groupings of different characters’ 
expressions as they play out across the narrative whole or wholes in a transmedia work. This 
being the case, it is necessary to distinguish the research’s specific formulation of what an 
iterative process is, in terms of a TS narrative, and to differentiate it from the field of design 
where it most prominently found. 
     The process of design, whether it be engineering, product, or graphically oriented, 
encompasses “information exchange between various design domains and is generally iterative 
in nature, especially when multidisciplinary domains are involved” (Ummer et.al. 2014, 127). 
The iterative process of design is a process of response, each version of a design, each iteration, 
is developed in accordance with the acquisition of new information or specifications, resulting in 
repetition of design tasks (Smith & Eppinger, 1997, 1104). In this light, ‘iteration’ implies 
linearity, a sequential progression from one model or design to the next. When applied to a TS 
narrative, however, iterative representations of a storyworld, while potentially response driven 
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(as one character may respond to a previous character), the presentation of each iteration does 
not necessarily need to be depicted sequentially. To illustrate this, we can look at The Pickle 
Index (2015) and Flight Paths (2007) as alternative models of iterative world representation.   
     The Pickle Index uses iterative multimodality in a sequential order, that is, the disparate 
representations of the storyworld – both through imagery and written text – happen sequentially. 
The audience is instructed to read chapter one, book one, and then chapter one, book two, and so 
on, in that order. In the wider digital context, the same sequence is presented to the audience (and 
is reinforced by the addition of the application’s ‘in-world’ interface, as discussed in Chapter 
Three). The sequential nature of the narrative allows for direct linguistic and visual 
juxtapositions of alternate renderings of the storyworld.  
     In contrast, Kate Pullinger and Chris Joseph’s Flight Paths, which begins in a linear 
progression like The Pickle Index, brings disparate threads of the narrative together on screen, 
using a visual approach to text to distinguish narrative events happening simultaneously. 
     In the first two filmic sequences, we see the world from Yacub’s perspective. The imagery, 
sound, and visual text work to reinforce his world view, as he explains his decision to first go to 
Dubai, and then to flee by stowing away under the landing gear of an airplane. The next 
sequence depicts Harriet in London, as she decides to go to the supermarket, even though her 
family home is well stocked with food. The two perspectives express an extreme dislocation 
between world views, and this is reinforced by the different music, colour pallet, and typeface. 
There are no actors on screen, and the imagery is of a loose first-person perspective; not exactly 
what each character is seeing, but an expressive approximation. This is representationally freeing 
in a way that traditional cinematography is not. The audience is not limited to just the eyes of the 
characters or their surroundings, but experiences the world through a heightened state of 
expression.     
     It is the fourth sequence, titled Dark Mass, where their stories merge. The screen splits 
vertically so the audience can witness simultaneous experiences occur. Harriet is in the parking 
lot and Yacub is claustrophobically stuck above the landing gear. 
 
77 
 
 
Fig. 3 Split screen narrative from Kate Pullinger & Chris Joseph’s Flight Paths (2011) 
 
When Harriet reaches her car, the division on the screen moves to a horizontal position. This 
frames each character’s perspective in relation to the physical location of the other: Harriet on 
the ground with her shopping trolley, Yacub in the air as the landing gear drops and he falls from 
the plane.  
 
 
Fig. 4 Relational text from Kate Pullinger & Chris Joseph’s Flight Paths (2011) 
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     In this way, Flight Paths adopts a fluid approach to the visual nature of the written text. Its 
position on the screen matters, is part of the semiotic arrangement, but the position is not 
stagnant, it moves according the needs of the narrative.  
     The linear sequencing evidenced in The Pickle Index is a choice, rather than the rule, and we 
can see the product of the opposite choice in Flight Paths. Considering the process of world 
representation as iterative allows for structural narrative play, experimentation, and innovation in 
the way stories are presented for an audience. More importantly, however, iterative 
multimodality allows us to consider storyworld representation, through whatever mixture of 
modalities might occur, as examples of characterisation. That is, when characters are the 
architects of their world, the way they represent that world enriches an audience’s understanding 
of both the world and the character. Iterative multimodality, in this sense, can be seen to bring 
together form and content in a complex, engaging, and meaningful way: the narrative is enriched 
not just through a mixture of representations, but through a mixture of ways of representing.    
  
4.3.3 Characters and their multimodal representations           
The consequence of such a process requires us to place the choice of the media themselves, and 
as a result, the modal palette at a character’s disposal, in the characters’ hands. Characters are 
not, however, disconnected from the narrative world they exist in, no matter how unruly their 
representation of that world might be. The idiosyncratic pluralities of representation only gain 
narrative significance when they are charged with the individuality of ideology, history, 
experience, and the shaping hands of the storyworld itself. 
     This thinking is deeply rooted in the Bakhtinian notion of the novel as a polyphonic structure. 
The novel is, in this sense, a collection of voices, speech types and languages, representing a 
diverse deployment of the kinds of utterances attached to different points on the social 
stratosphere. In Bakhtin’s words, “The novel orchestrates its themes, the totality of the world of 
objects and ideas depicted and expressed in it, by means of the social diversity of speech types 
[raznorecie] and by the differing individual voices that flourish under such conditions” (1981, 
263). There is, then, precedence in both semiotics and narrative scholarship for us to consider 
contradictory evocations of storyworlds as cohesive. Modally diverse representations of the 
world can be seen as a cohesive assemblage when operating within the form of a novel, and 
when the traditional physical form of a novel is ruptured (as happens in the ideal form of a 
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transmedia novel), there is less a disintegration of Bakhtin’s polyphony as there is an 
amplification. This amplification signals a theoretical movement away from the ‘contained’ 
stylistics of the novel and a movement towards an ecology of forms working as a whole or 
wholes. We can consider the transmedia novel as something greater than the sum of its parts; we 
can consider the semiotic capacities of each media, each form when combined, as creating a 
greater ecology of modalities than could possibly be at play in any individual media or form.  
 
4.3.4 Writing multimodality 
For the TS writer, the iterative multimodal assemblage creates the possibility to work with many 
combinations of semiotic modes, leveraging them across and within many different media and 
platforms, and to do so with the explicit purpose of expressing the modal choices as steeped in 
narrative practice. Giving a character voice does not limit that voice to words. The increased 
narrative complexity of overlapping and interacting semiotic modes is, for the TS writer, an 
extension of creative writing practice. It creates tone, mood, a sense of place, a developing 
relationship with characters. The tension between the characters and the world in which they 
exist can be leveraged as an agent of cohesion because they are not binary constructs. A writer 
cannot develop one without developing the other. And when the character/world relationship is 
expressed through multimodal renderings the cohesive power of the relationship only increases. 
     But beyond cohesion, iterative multimodality represents the playground in which creative 
writing seeks the theoretical edges of narrative as we currently understand it. Increasingly, as 
digital technologies are adapted and exploited for storytelling purposes, the definition of creative 
writing is likely, if not to expand, then at the very least, to be reassessed. By writing into the 
network, as it were, by examining the ways in which different media interact, and more precisely 
the way their semiotic capacities overlap, a TS writer is using their current practice to contribute 
to an as yet undefined understanding of what the future of creative writing might look like.          
      
4.4 The logic of disparateness: approaches to practice 
 
This chapter has attempted to outline a theoretical framework for developing cohesion in a 
transmedia novel. The three elements, relational world theory; subjective ontological metalepsis; 
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and iterative multimodality, are not neatly demarcated concepts. They overlap. They are part of 
the same overarching logic of disparateness. Transmedia Storytelling, for all of its critical 
attention, and all the innovative narrative works created in its name, is still a philosophy of 
storytelling that is at once concerned with both separation and with unity. The logic of 
disparateness endeavours to theorise the operational patterns of transmedia narratives, and to 
distinguish how cohesion can develop across a story that is separated across different media, 
utilising different semiotic modes to represent different understandings of a storyworld, and still 
be seen as a recognisable whole or wholes. 
     When Bakhtin wrote Discourse in the Novel (1981), he was working towards theorising a new 
critical language for a narrative form that had already existed for a long time, “all attempts at 
concrete stylistics analysis of novelistic prose either strayed into linguistic descriptions of the 
language of a given novelist, or else limited themselves to those separate, isolated stylistic 
elements of the novel that were includable” (261). For transmedia theorists, it is quite the 
opposite. Transmedia works are developing more quickly than the (now quite considerable) 
critical attention being afforded them by the academy. Partly this is to do with the 
interdisciplinary nature of transmedia works and the need to balance media theory, literary 
scholarship, narratology, and ludology under the large banner of transmedia theory. But there is 
also the fact that transmedia stories are still relatively new, in critical terms, not yet even two 
decades old. For this reason, the research now turns its attention to the creative work, the 
transmedia novel titled Martyrs: The Life and Afterlife of Collin Ampersand. The next chapter is 
not a shift away from critical discussion, but a continuing critique and expansion of the logic of 
disparateness, and of how relational worlds, subjective ontological metalepsis, and iterative 
multimodality can be seen to develop cohesion in a transmedia novel.         
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5. Working the creative: applying the logic of 
disparateness 
 
In the keynote address for the 52nd New York Film Festival, Henry Jenkins (2015) points to the 
difference between story and storyworld by citing Travis Beacham, the creator of the graphic 
novel Pacific Rim: Tales From Year Zero (2013). In the introduction to the graphic novel, 
Beachum writes of storyworlds “the story is in the world; not the other way around. That is to 
say, a world is big and hopelessly uncontainable […] a world has books on its shelves and 
articles in its newspapers. It has ephemera and lore. It has slang and jargon […] it has a deep past 
and a far side” (2013, n.p. para 10). We can ask of this assertion how a subjective storyworld is 
evoked, how it is represented, so that it may be interpreted cohesively and glimpsed by an 
audience. We can ask if print and digital narratives interact in diverse and nuanced ways, how 
might narrative cohesion be seen to be developed or understood at their intersection?  
     This section of the research is designed to showcase the ways I have applied the logic of 
disparateness to the creative work, Martyrs: The life and afterlife of Collin Ampersand. While it 
is important to highlight Martyrs as one of the primary methods of research for this thesis, it is 
also the primary site of the research. It is a transmedia literary experiment that tests the ideas 
presented above, and challenges them through the lens of creative writing practice. And it is 
important to frame it as such.  
     The nature of creating and exploring experimental forms of creative writing for the purpose of 
research requires a clinical approach to analysis. It is not the purpose of this section, for instance, 
to discuss the relative merits of Martyrs as a creative work. It is, however, necessary to discuss 
elements of creative writing practice evident in the work (such as characterisation, plot, world 
building, and so on) to assess the effectiveness of the framework set out in Chapter Four. In 
doing so, this chapter’s focus is on discussing how challenges around cohesion manifested in the 
creative work, and how those challenges were addressed. Relational world theory, subjective 
ontological metalepsis, and iterative multimodality all play out across Martyrs, and this chapter 
discusses their effectiveness in developing cohesion at the intersection of print and digital 
creative writing.   
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5.1 Novel Synopsis 
Collin Ampersand is past tense.  
     He wanted to be a martyr. Or at least something called a martyr.  
     Collin Ampersand wasn’t an agent of any revolution or a religious zealot. He was a librarian who 
wore his tie too short and his glasses too far down the bridge of his nose.  
     Colin Ampersand is also present tense.  
     Having convinced his friend Philip Belgrave, the morbidly obese and semi-famous graphic artist, 
to murder him, Collin waits in line outside Heaven to meet God. Only, a monk who’s been waiting to 
get inside for over twenty years tells him there is no God.  
     That’s when Collin meets the Supreme Being responsible for everything and to whom we all must 
answer for our actions on Earth. His name is Jeremy, and he is a duck. Actually, he’s The Duck. 
Actually, that’s Me.  
     ‘I’m a martyr,’ Collin says, ‘and a poet. That means I’m in, right?’  
     ‘Heaven works on the honour system,’ I tell him, then give him some homework to do. I’m a 
mean Duck, like that.  
     The homework I give him is the story of his life, bound and written in 12pt font. It’s a short book.  
     ‘Read it, and if you think you should be in, you’re in.’  
     There’s a whole bunch of things in there that only Collin and Me know about. The number of 
times he’s masturbated (not a sin). A discussion on how bad his poetry is. The real reason his last 
girlfriend, the matronly Hanna Carlton, left him.  
     There’s also some stuff in there that might be hard for Collin to read. Like an objective 
analysis of why he wanted to be a martyr. Why Collin’s brother, Peter, is the best reason for 
every bad thing he’s ever done. And what happens to Philip Belgrave after he kills Collin. That’s 
why Collin’s trying to change his book. He’s trying to amend his own life. Which is hard when 
life keeps going without him. 
        
5.2 Media elements 
 
As a transmedia novel, the narrative of Martyrs moves between a print novel and digital spaces 
that include blog posts, a visual art portfolio, and short filmic sequences. The material book 
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element of Martyrs is presented as an unauthorised biography of Collin Ampersand, written by 
the creator of the universe, Jeremy, who is an omnipotent duck. After asking his friend, the semi-
famous artist Philip Belgrave, to murder him, Collin is tasked with reading the story of his life to 
determine whether he deserves to be admitted to Heaven. Collin, however, takes action against 
the way he is represented in the novel, adding his own sections to the work, and trying to 
undermine the authority of the narrator. Central to the premise of the novel is the notion that 
characters exist, in some explorable form, beyond the printed pages that describe them. The 
power dynamic, and the source of much narrative conflict, presented across the narrative sites 
hinges upon representation – who speaks for who, and how those utterances are subject to 
perspective. Tied to this notion is the representation of the world in which the characters live. As 
a narrator, Jeremy is responsible for building the world in which the characters are described. As 
a god-like character in the story, he is also responsible for building the world in which the 
characters are said to actually live. The struggle for Collin to represent himself in light of 
Jeremy’s overbearing agency are played out in the alternating voices mobilised in the text, and 
furthered through the materiality of the novel and the ephemeral nature of the digital elements of 
the story. Cutting through the print-digital nexus is the voice of Philip Belgrave, who ascribes 
himself agency in the blog he writes, which depicts his views of the world around him and 
describes his murder of Collin. This assessment is made, from Philip’s perspective, through a 
website carrying blog posts, appropriation of Collin’s poetry, and his own work as a graphic 
artist. Figure 5 depicts the basic structural plan of this narrative. 
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Fig.5 Media arrangement of Martyrs: the life and afterlife of Collin Ampersand 
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Thematically, Martyrs is concerned with Collin’s search for meaning in life, or rather, the 
fruitlessness of deriving meaning from any externally applied criteria. This is, at its heart, an 
absurdist view – the characters are engaged in cross-narratorial discussion, which results in the 
conclusion that “we want the world to make sense, but it does not make sense. To see this 
conflict is to see the absurd” (Kamber, 2002, as cited in Foley, 2008 6).  
     The disparate evocations of narrative events, which have different kinds of significance 
depending on the narrator, enable this conflict to become apparent not only in the content of the 
narrative, but in the form(s) it takes as well.  
 
5.3 Martyrs’ relational worlds  
 
The relational world theory outlined in Chapter Four situates the fictional world of a story at the 
liminal intersection between the physical world and the notional world. One of the central points 
of the relational world arrangement is that the shape of a story is not dependent on an audience 
experiencing every text; but by choosing which texts to experience, audiences shape the story in 
such a way that the media used extends beyond acting as a container and becomes part of that 
story. This has ramifications for both the narrative structure of a work and its plot. If we examine 
the choices of consumption available to readers of Martyrs, we can begin to understand how 
relational world theory has been leveraged as a cohesive framework, and how it can influence the 
ordering of events as an audience negotiates their access to the media. Martyrs sits on a 
continuum of experimental works, and the choices presented here are not positioned as specific 
choices every transmedia text should make. It is my argument that, through whatever temporal, 
medial, or textual choices a TS writer makes, relational world theory provides a framework for 
thinking about how those choices can be deployed for cohesive means. This section of the 
research will demonstrate how Martyrs has engaged with relational world theory as a means of 
creating a storyworld that exploits its liminal position at the intersection of the real world and the 
notional one.       
5.3.1 Time and relational worlds 
The narrative structure of Martyrs is nonlinear. As Jeremy narrates Collin’s life, and parts of his 
afterlife, the causal relationship between narrative events is not depicted chronologically. We 
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first meet Collin, for instance, a short time before he is murdered by Philip Belgrave. This event 
occurs, chronologically, somewhere close to the end Collin’s narrative arc, but is one of the 
earliest narrative events in Jeremy’s depiction. In the same way Vonnegut utilised crisscrossing 
nonlinearity in Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) as a structural mechanism to highlight the thematic 
temporal concerns of his work (which, as discussed in Chapter Three, had the effect of 
connecting the form and content of his narratives), Martyrs experiments with the ordering of 
events to seek the edges of the temporal capacities inherent in specific media used. In doing so, 
the research is better able to understand the influence real world temporality has on the 
structured and formulated temporal presentation across the different media that make up 
Martyrs.  
     In the physical novel, for instance, there is a playful interaction between the narrated time (the 
time the events take) and the narrating time (the relative length of time the narrator discusses the 
event). This is an approach grounded in narrative discourse theory (Genette, 1980) and helps to 
articulate the cohesive temporal relationship between the real world and the fictional one. 
Jeremy’s depictions are written in past tense, as though the events have already happened, and 
for a lot of the narrative that is true. However, Jeremy’s omniscience influences his narration to 
such an extent that even events that have not yet happened (such as Jeremy’s own ‘death’, or his 
response to Collin’s interjections) are depicted as having already occurred. This temporal-
linguistic play is something Collin attempts to mimic when he begins adding his interjections, 
using the past tense to describe his present state (as though he had lived through every event 
contained in the novel, even though, by his own admission, he has not).  
     The relationship between narrated time and narrating time is highlighted further when the 
scope of events is considered. Jeremy recollects, for instance, not just moments of Collin’s 
childhood, adolescence, and university years, but summarises the creation of the universe and the 
entire evolutionary process that has led to human beings existing. This creates temporal tensions 
that play out in the novel, such as when Collin asks Jeremy how long the book took to write and 
Jeremy responds “a little bit longer than it took you to live” (24), the implication being that the 
story has not yet finished occurring, yet is already recorded.    
     This approach to narrative time has an effect on the ontological nature of the fictional world. 
To refer back to the beginning of this chapter, Travis Beacham argues “the story is in the world; 
not the other way around” (2013, n.p. para 10). In the case of Martyrs, the story is, of course, 
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within the fictional world, but the story of the fictional world also exists in the real one. The 
metafictional qualities of the narrative mean that the book Jeremy writes, the one Collin reads 
and responds to, is the same book the audience is reading. The act of reading the novel re-
positions the narrated events, regardless of the temporal play evident in the narration itself, as 
having already occurred. Ontologically, then, the real world exerts a temporal influence over the 
fictional world. The temporal qualities of the narrative are observed and held against the linear 
progression of real time.  
     In discussing the nature of narrative duration, what we might call the difference between 
narrated time and narration time (Hawthorn, 126, 1997) Gerard Genette (1980) points to a 
conceptual complexity in that it cannot reliably measured in the context of the real world. That 
is, “Comparing the ‘duration’ of a narrative to that of the story it tells is a trickier operation […] 
what we spontaneously call such can be nothing more […] than the time needed for reading […] 
and that unlike what happens in movies, or even in music, nothing here allows us to determine 
the ‘normal’ speed of execution” (1980, 86). In terms of narrative discourse there is no reliable 
metric, and no precise reason for there to be one, that quantifies the time a reader spends with a 
narrative. This argument, however, is bound to the traditional form of a ‘novel’ where the 
narrator is free to use whatever temporal narratorial tools they wish (frequency, ellipsis, 
summary, and so on). As a creative work, Martyrs highlights that the temporal qualities of the 
real world, the world in which narrative technologies exist, have considerable effect on how a 
narrative is structured, and the extent to which an audience influences that structure by choosing 
when and in which ways they encounter different parts of the narrative in different media. This 
requires us to articulate more fully the advantage relational world theory has for developing 
cohesion in instances where the traditional form of the novel is broken, and the time an audience 
spends with a narrative will inherently change its structure.  
 
5.3.2 Liminal narrative structure 
Relational world theory uses the ontological position of a storyworld to meet the challenge of 
structuring a TS narrative so that, within reason, regardless of which media an audience comes 
into contact with first, narrative cohesion develops between them. In Martyrs, there are two 
specific points where the audience is encouraged to move from the printed novel to Belgrave’s 
website. Depending on when, or if, the audience chooses to do so, the progressing narrative will 
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be seen in a slightly different light, as the audiences will have a slightly different understanding 
of the logic permeating the fictional world. This is where the theoretical implications of placing 
the fictional world in the liminal space meet the practical concerns of a TS writer.  
     As argued in the previous chapter, the kind of liminality that makes up the fictional world is 
not that of a waypoint between two states of existence. Rather, the ecology of texts that make up 
a TS narrative produce a multiplicity of liminalities that are both ontological in nature (that is 
they have space; they exist) and cognitive (the space is created by the audience creating a mental 
model of the fictional world). This formulation allows for kinds of meaning and types of 
narrative structures that would be otherwise unachievable, and requires us to reconsider the 
nature of plotting in creative writing practice. Martyrs influences the research in this regard by 
demonstrating the ways in which a TS writer can deploy contingent narrative structures that 
change depending on the order in which an audience encounters them.   
     One of the plot reveals towards the end of the novel is that Collin, while originally wanting to 
be killed by Philip Belgrave, subsequently changes his mind at the last moment, only to be killed 
by Belgrave anyway. If the audience takes up the first opportunity to travel from the novel to 
Belgrave’s website (the short web address is described on p.45 of the novel, and then later on 
p.210), however, they can view Belgrave’s blog where the first post they see is the last of an 
eight part confession that details Belgrave’s murder, despite Collin’s protests.  
    This piece of knowledge affects how the audience sees the rest of the narrative. It enriches the 
audience’s understanding of Belgrave, and goes some way to explaining the acts he undertakes, 
such as breaking down Collin’s body for art materials. Without this piece of knowledge – if the 
audience does not move from the novel to the blog in the first instance – then it functions, not as 
characterisation (not precisely), but as a more traditional plot reveal.  
     The second invitation to move from the novel to Belgrave’s website occurs towards the end of 
the novel, after this reveal has occurred. Should the audience encounter the blog in that instance, 
the reveal is deepened by Belgrave’s firsthand account for the murder. Of course, there is also 
the real possibility that an audience may not venture onto Belgrave’s blog at all, or, if they do, 
may only skim it and not have the information revealed. In this instance the narrative structure of 
the novel still works in terms of cause and effect, but is only one of the possible wholes. 
     While a TS writer might expect an audience to move between print and digital narrative sites, 
they cannot depend on it. Where it would be reasonable for a traditional novelist to assume their 
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audience will read a work in its entirety (at least as far as making choices around narrative 
structure go), it would be unreasonable for a TS writer to assume their audience will consume a 
TS narrative in its entirety. By deploying contingent narrative structures, that is, structures which 
shift the shape of the narrative depending in how an audience engages with the media in the real 
and notional worlds, a TS writer can meet the uncertainty around their audience’s progression 
with creative practice.  
     This kind of fluid structure is only made possible by the liminal position of the storyworld. 
The audience shapes the structure as they move between the digital and physical elements of the 
story, and across the real and notional intersection. In this way, the research and the creative 
work challenge traditional beliefs about narrative structure as method of character 
transformation. As Mike Jones, author and transmedia practitioner argues, besides the traditional 
catharsis of character transformation across a single narrative, there is also the powerful notion 
that the transformation occurs through an audiences’ increasing understanding of that character 
(2014). Jones writes, “Such transformations in a narrative context require dramatic stakes and 
this prompts us to consider broader possibilities for how such stakes can be enacted within an 
interactive narrative” (2014, para 11). This is, in effect, an assertion of the powers of fictional 
world liminality, where the spaces between media, the spaces between narrative occurrences 
(themselves a part of the space between the real and notional worlds) form the cohesive threads, 
which the audience shapes into a number of possible wholes. 
 
 
5.4 Metaleptic martyrs 
 
The example of a fluid narrative structure in Martyrs I discussed in the previous section pivots 
on the irrefutable fact that Collin changes his mind about wanting to die, and Belgrave kills him 
anyway. Whatever structural mechanics are enacted to come to this point, it remains objectively 
(fictionally) true and observable. This fact, however, can be represented in a number of different 
ways, and depending on who is doing the representing, it is possible to present to the audience 
different and contradictory understandings of the fictional storyworld in which this fact exists. 
Chapter Four discussed subjective ontological metalepsis, the term used here to describe the 
movement of a narrator or characters in a non-stable ontological storyworld across Genette’s 
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(1980) narrative levels. The cohesive capacity of subjective ontological metalepsis is in that it 
ties disparate evocations of storyworlds to specific characters, whose differences in opinion on 
the logic of the world are demonstrated through the means of textuality and the different 
representational qualities apparent across different media. To evaluate how subjective 
ontological metalepsis contributes to the development of cohesion in Martyrs, we must first 
unpack who has the ability to represent, and how different representations of the storyworld 
compare to eachother. 
 
5.4.1 Martyrs and the non-stable storyworld  
Despite the different evocations of the storyworld throughout the texts that make up Martyrs, 
there are stable elements. In the world of the story, the afterlife exists. This is not disputed, 
although the nature of the afterlife, its organsiation and its purpose, is a point of contention. 
Some characters know about the afterlife and some do not. The fact that some characters do not 
know about the afterlife does not, in my mind, constitute the type of instability that is central to 
subjective ontological metalepsis. The afterlife is an extension of the mortal setting of the story, 
and ontological grounds are not crossed when one character moves from obliviousness to 
awareness.  
     With this in mind, three narrators in Martyrs know (by the time of narration) of the afterlife. 
Jeremy’s narration is the spine on which Collin and Belgrave build theirs. Collin’s interjections 
are indicated by a different font and are inserted in Jeremy’s book in ways that break up the flow 
of Jeremy’s writing. Often this occurs mid-sentence, so the audience moves from reading 
Jeremy’s words, into Collin’s, before finishing Jeremy’s sentence. These interjections do not 
always respond to whatever Jeremy is narrating at that time. At times, Collin tries to pre-empt 
Jeremy’s narration (ostensibly by reading ahead); at other times, Jeremy’s omniscience allows 
him to respond to something Collin hasn’t written yet. The example below depicts the movement 
from one voice into another, as Collin cuts in to Jeremy’s narration while Jeremy is comparing 
Collin to another character who committed suicide:  
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The sleeping bag was supposed to keep Gregory Dune’s insides 
from spilling out all over the place, ‘so you can sell the ute,’ his 
suicide note said.  
Thing one is I didn’t top myself. I’m no 
suicide. I’m a merry little martyr for all 
the boys and girls. A poet with a list I 
should get on with describing.  
                                                                                                                 (57-58) 
   
Collin interjects when he does to argue his death (in his mind, his martyrdom) is not comparable 
to suicide before Jeremy can finish making the comparison.   
     The disruptive reading experience this produces is not the same as a lack of cohesion. Where 
it is clear who is talking, the jarring shift in voice is cohesive in the sense that the audience is 
aware the differences in voice, in point of view, even when interjected at grammatically or 
structurally inconvenient times, is related not just to the point of view of the narrators/characters, 
but to their capacity for agency within the world itself. 
     These attempts at agency play out as Jeremy presents dialogue that is at considerable odds 
with the compositional style of Collin. For instance, when Collin is writing of his need for a 
system of morality, his composition uses language in playful ways, substituting verbs with nouns 
like the following: 
 
The problem as I peeped it was the honour 
system Jeremy had. I wasn’t chasing 
objectivity, not exactly. There’s grey and I 
wouldn’t argue that on a sunny day. It’s the 
lack of framework that’s the tricky stitch.   
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     So I made one up based on all my legging, 
down on earth and all through the big H. 
Surmised, I have, a system of being alright in 
the world, electric or not.  
     Had a real crack at unjamming. 
                                                                                                                      (72) 
     
In the dialogue reported by Jeremy, however, Collin’s attempt at agency is discussed in brief, 
declarative sentences: 
 
     ‘Your book? It ends with your last words,’ [Jeremy] said. 
     ‘I’m not reading any more,’ [Collin] said. ‘I’m writing.’ 
     ‘I know.’  
     ‘I’m not a bad person.’  
     ‘That’s kind of irrelevant.’ 
     ‘You’re a really terrible creator.’      
     ‘I’m not that bad. Do you want a cupcake? I just created a fresh 
batch. I had to create the oven first, then the ingredients, and then the 
cooking utensils. They’re fresh.’ 
                                                                                                                    (73-74) 
 
The metalepsis that occurs is subjectively ontological in the sense that neither character strays 
from the baseline world that it being narrated, but in the act of narration, each evokes different 
representations of the world. Different representational capacities of different media, when part 
of a transmedia narrative ecology, give considerable leeway to creating conflicting 
representations when they are rooted in the world view of the character. Martyrs contributes to 
the research by demonstrating the extent to which subjective ontological metalepsis can be seen 
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to develop narrative cohesion, despite wide ranging and disparate representations of the 
storyworld, and despite those representations occurring across different media.     
 
5.4.2 Fictional world, digital space   
As a narrator, Belgrave has the greatest capacity for multimodal renderings. At the same time, 
his narratorial scope is much smaller than either Jeremy or Collin. Philip Belgrave, as 
represented in the novel by both Collin and Jeremy, is a morbidly obese graphic artist who, 
depending on the narrator, is either a stoic artist and steady friend or a manipulative individual 
intent on using people for his own gains. Belgrave’s website, which is the central point from 
which the digital texts emanate, is his portal to the world, through which he displays his 
artworks, comments on his role in the narrative, and confesses to murdering Collin. The modal 
freedom of the notional space allows for experimentation with aural and video components of the 
narrative. For instance, segments of Collin’s poetry appear in sections of both his and Jeremy’s 
compositions, and work towards presenting an evolving sense of Collin’s world view. Before 
Collin’s death, Belgrave records Collin reading poetry, and uses these recordings on his blog. 
Accompanying the words are images created by Philip Belgrave as he interprets Collin’s poetry. 
These poetic works represent Collin’s worldview before his martyrdom, and present textual and 
more linguistically image-rich descriptions that are at odds with how he sees the storyworld after 
his death. They also allow for a modality that is not traditionally part of the textual construction 
of a novel to be deployed. Volume, tone, pitch, pacing and articulation all play a role in 
accentuating the differences of Collin’s worldview. These are then juxtaposed with Philip’s 
paintings, countering the ideas presented in the poems and foreshadowing the moral ambiguity 
Collin has to deal with. Below, figures 6-11 depict screen shots of one such filmic sequence. 
Collin’s poem, in the case of this recording, is a love poem using childish imagery, such as Etch 
A Sketches and fireworks. Belgrave responds by creating an anthropomorphic embodiment of 
these images that lacks arms; essentially making the argument that a person feeling the way 
Collin professes to feel in the poem lacks the capacity to act on any of those feelings.   
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Fig.6 Spinning Screenshot 1 
 
 
Fig.7 Spinning Screenshot 2 
 
 
Fig.8 Spinning Screenshot 3 
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Fig.9 Spinning Screenshot 4 
 
 
Fig.10 Spinning Screenshot 5 
 
 
Fig.11 Spinning Screenshot 6 
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 Attempting to define a blog as a discernible genre with quantifiable conventions and 
characteristics, Herring, Scheidt, Wright & Bonus comment that blogs, rather than being 
derivative of hand-written journal entries or collections of editorial style writing, “incorporate 
the functions of multiple genres” (2005, 160). One example is the overarching characteristic that 
many blogs are “a hybrid of private, personal and professional” (ibid) content. In this way 
Belgrave’s position as narrator allows for structurally, and formally, different accounts of 
narrative occurrences that he feels are important, particularly in terms of their temporal 
presentation. Unlike the printed novel, which presents a ‘complete’ narrative (in the sense that it 
can no longer be added to by the authors), the nature of a blog is one of continual addition, with 
specific temporal concerns such as “the discrete post as fundamental organizing unit; date- and 
time-stamping of posts; the appearance of posts in reverse chronological order; hyperlinking to 
external sites… the capacity for reader comments on posts…” (Morrison, 2007, 370). All of 
these characteristics work together to create an obvious and assessable mental timeline of 
Belgrave’s compositions, which is at odds with the more free-flowing and nonlinear structure 
presented in the material elements of Martyrs. This rendering works towards destabilising the 
traditionally held notion of digital fluidity in comparison to the more concrete limitations of a 
material novel, and gains narrative significance because of the subjective approach to the 
ontological nature of the storyworld.  
     The vertical metaleptic movement in Martyrs (from narrator to character in various narrations, 
or the inverse) is motivated by differences of opinion, ideology, or disagreements about the 
textual representation of something. The subjective experience mimics the lateral movement of 
ontological metalepsis while maintaining existence in one non-stable ontological storyworld. 
Subjective ontological metalepsis, as a mechanism for cohesion, allows this kind of movement, 
and so allows for different evocations of a storyworld (or different representations of narrative 
occurrences) to maintain a cohesive quality across an arrangement of discreet media. Each type 
of media has its own semiotic capacities and it is necessary to examine the way Martyrs 
addresses the use of multimodal representations as part of this non-stable world; how semiotic 
choices can be understood, in terms of cohesion, as choices made by characters.    
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5.5 Martyrs and iterative multimodality 
 
Chapter Four outlined iterative multimodality as the process by which characters are engaged 
(either explicitly or not) in the activity of representing their storyworld through combinations of 
semiotic modes across and within discrete media. Where subjective ontological metalepsis 
requires a character-centric motivation for vertical movement across the narrative levels, iterative 
multimodality represents the extended modal capacity for a characters to voice the reasons for 
their metaleptic movement, as they represent themselves, each other, and their understanding of 
the storyworld.  
     We can see this process play out across the material and digital elements of Martyrs, as 
different narrators experiment with the modal capabilities of their chosen media to share or 
respond to alternative representations. We can examine, for instance, reoccurring images and 
ideas from the narrative, and exam how different characters have processed and presented them. 
In doing so, this section of the chapter makes clear the ways in which mixed modality can be 
seen as cohesive in the context of a transmedia story, and argues that its usefulness, for the TS 
writer, is in increasing the modal dexterity of creative writing as a practice. 
 
5.5.1 Multimodal metaphors 
There are a number of images and words that reappear throughout Martyrs, which take on 
different modal qualities depending on who is narrating. Towards the beginning of the novel,  
before Belgrave murders Collin, for instance, Jeremy describes lit cigarettes burning down on 
Belgrave’s bedside table: “The death of Collin Ampersand depended very much on when a lit 
cigarette, standing filter side down on a scratched bedside table, burned out. This particular 
cigarette was the last of a pack of Marlboros, all of which had been turned on their filter and 
burned down one after the other” (4). As a metaphorical clock counting down to Collin’s death, 
representations of these cigarettes reappear throughout the narrative. Belgrave’s portfolio, for 
instance, contains this image: 
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Fig.12 Belgrave’s painting 
 
The title Weather on the Ceiling is a reference to the way Belgrave describes the last cigarette on 
his blog, “The last cigarette was ash on the table, its sick weather hanging from my ceiling” (para 
1). Belgrave’s painting is also represented by Jeremy towards the end of the print novel like this:  
 
Fig. 13 Jeremy’s representation of Belgrave’s painting 
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These images, and the linguistic description of the scene on which they are based, demonstrate 
the cross narratorial nature of the multimodality deployed in Martyrs. Characters are engaged in 
the iterative process of representing their world, and often this involves responding to each 
other’s representations. Unlike in the field of design, however, the process of iteration here is not 
necessarily linear. Indeed, as the narrative makes clear, Belgrave’s painting was made years 
before he killed Collin, and based on the construction of his blog, only recently uploaded. As 
different narrators come into conflict or unity in regards to the representational quality of their 
works, we can see the conflict as having a cohesive, rather than non-cohesive, effect. This is 
especially the case when we frame multimodality as an extension of the Baktinian view of the 
‘novel’. As Holquist (1986) argues, much of Bakhtin’s work is philosophically concerned with 
plurality, or rather, employing plurality in a unified system, such as the novel, for artistic means. 
Holquist writes, “in his several attempts to find a single name for the teeming forces which 
jostled each other within the combat zone of the world – whether the term was ‘polophony,’ 
‘heteroglossia,’ or ‘speech communion’ – Bakhtin was at great pains never to sacrifice the 
tension between identity and difference” (1986, 59). Cohesion among alternating voices, voices 
equipped with multimodal capacities, in Martyrs – in any transmedia narrative – is not the same 
as aesthetic unity. Cohesion is achieved by equipping characters and narrators with a more 
dexterous modal toolkit with which to express themselves; the complexities of their world view, 
the contradictions in their accounts, weave together as the audience encounters them, and the 
product of that weaving as a cohesive set of pluralities.   
 
5.5.2 Cohesive contradictions 
To assess the effectiveness of iterative multimodality as a framework through which we can 
observe cohesion to develop in Martyrs, we need to exam the ideological position that influences 
the characters’ modal choices. We can look at Jeremy, for instance, and compare his choices to 
Collin’s. 
     As a narrator, Jeremy has complete textual control over his narration; as a god-like character, 
he has complete ontological control over the storyworld. His representation of other characters, 
therefore, is bound to his perceived differences between the characters and his omnipotent state 
of being. For example, Jeremy at one point represents Collin’s ex-girlfriend as data 
visualisations: 
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Fig. 14 Hanna Carlton as a graph 1 
 
 
Fig. 15 Hanna Carlton as a graph 2 (y axis depicts level of difficulty)  
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Other times Jeremy represents a character’s speech impediment visually like this:  
 
Fig.16 visual speech 
 
By comparison, Collin is less modally capable and so his representations remain, for the most 
part, linguistic. There is, however, one exception. And this exception highlights a cohesive effect 
of iterative multimodality. As discussed in Chapter Four, the iterative process is not linear. And 
in fact, it is in the arrangement of different modal representations that the TS author moves 
beyond just developing cohesion and towards experimenting with an expanded modal pallet for 
literary means. 
     Towards the beginning of Martyrs, Jeremy tells Collin that the book will finish with Collin’s 
last words. It becomes apparent that Collin changes his mind about dying, and Belgrave kills him 
anyway. In that scene, which is described on Belgrave’s blog, Collin’s last spoken words are, “I 
changed my mind, I’ve changed it, I don’t want to be a martyr” (para 22). These are not, 
however, Collin’s last written words. Through juxtaposing two of Collin’s last written works 
(one of them a note he writes before his death, and one of them Collin’s last interjection written 
after his death) the use of iterative multimodality can be seen to cohesively arrange different 
modal and textual elements, from different chronological points in the narrative, bringing them 
together for dramatic irony and to draw the absurdist narrative to a close. 
     During his time in the afterlife, Collin engages in writing a list of rules, commandments, to 
live a good life. They contain messages like “Rule one: Don’t be a dick” (72) and “Rule four: 
you’re in the right place” (139). His last commandment, written not just at the end of the 
narrative, but at the chronological end of Collin’s arc, is this: “Rule ten: Be sad sometimes. It’s 
good for you” (249). Because this is Collin’s last interjection, they are, essentially, his last 
words. But Jeremy, who has the power not just to record or represent characters but to actually 
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depict documents they have written in the past, places after this interjection the note Collin wrote 
before he was murdered. In the novel, it takes up a full page, and is written over and around an 
image Belgrave has drawn. It looks like this: 
 
 
Fig 17. Collin’s death note 
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Collin’s rumination on his search, and his failure, to find meaning in life begins “I have tried to 
discover happy, to be its inventor” (250) and goes on in an attempt to justify his (original) choice 
to die because he is unhappy.   
     These two statements, (his need to find happiness; his assertion that it is ok to be sad), are 
from two different points in Collin’s chronology, and demonstrate his changing understanding of 
the world around him. That they are contradictory in nature does not affect the cohesive quality 
of their arrangement, nor does the fact that they are visually, strikingly, different. The two 
different points are brought together textually to be compared by the audience, and the cohesion 
stems from the audience negotiating the different representations.   
      Jerrard Luke argues, “The visual design of written text can perform many functions, such as 
morphing to reflect or contrast the action, suggesting connections between disparate elements, or 
highlighting aspects of the character’s inner lives” (2013, 158). That Collin’s death note contains 
the image of handcuffs, drawn by Belgrave (with his addendum that “it is better to be without 
hands than in chains” (250)), that it is written around the handcuffs in a chaotic looping scribble, 
highlights Collin’s teetering state of mind and is only made possible through leveraging a visual 
approach to presenting the language. Compared to the plain text assertion of his final 
interjections, there is a meaning that only becomes apparent when the two statements are placed 
side by side, a contradictory kind of cohesion that speaks to the absurd point of the novel.   
     These examples of the way iterative multimodality has influenced Martyrs demonstrate its 
usefulness as a framework for considering how to incorporate, and how to arrange, a mixture of 
semiotic modes in a cohesive fashion. But more than sense making, iterative multimodality is 
about extending the capabilities of the TS writer beyond the linguistic. It is about embracing the 
affordances and limitations of discrete media in a narrative ecology. To treat semiotic and textual 
choices as choices the characters would make. In doing so, in allowing the characters and 
narrators to iteratively represent the world in which they exist, the capacity for complex semiotic 
interactions increases, and the potential for creating challenging, innovative, transmedia 
narratives grows with it.  
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5.6 Reflecting on practice: Martyrs, the network, and points of 
contention/connection 
 
As mentioned in at the beginning of this chapter, Martyrs is an experimental work. The above 
passages discuss the application of the logic of disparateness to the creative work, and from this 
discussion, contribute new ways of understanding how cohesion can be developed at the 
intersection of print and digital narrative. It is not, however, my intention to present Martyrs as 
unproblematic. The process of writing the novel, both as a site of research and as an 
experimental form of practice in its own right, brought to the surface challenges that are 
worthwhile reflecting on in more detail. Narrative movement across the intersection creates a 
friction that is, at times, at odds with traditional understandings of creative writing practices. As 
print and digital forms come into contact, the seams of their entwining can be abrasive, bringing 
about limitations and possibilities for the creative writer, and these limitations and possibilities 
are evident in Martyrs as a text. It is the limitations of Martyrs I wish to reflect on here, as much 
so as the possibilities. It should also be noted that I do not use the word ‘limitations’ in its 
strictest academic form. While the scope of this research will be identified as the reason for some 
narrative choices in the creative work, this section aims to reflect on Martyrs as exemplifying the 
challenges any transmedia work will face in bridging print and digital narrative elements. These 
challenges require reflection on the broader theoretical and practical concerns of attempting to 
connect print and digital forms of writing.  
5.6.1 Experiments in signaling  
In an article for The Guardian, short story author George Saunders writes of experimental 
stories, “Experimental fiction is the art of telling a story in which certain aspects of reality have 
been exaggerated or distorted in such a way as to put the reader off the story and make him go 
watch a television show” (2007, para 1). Despite the satirical edge of Saunders’ definition, this is 
almost exactly what transmedia fiction tries to achieve. Rather than putting the reader off the 
story, however, transmedia fiction tries to put the reader onto it. That is to say, TS fiction 
requires signaling to the reader that there are elements of the story beyond the print novel they 
hold in their hand. Mark Ruppel, as discussed in the introduction, provides a framework for 
thinking about this signaling, identifying ‘migratory cues’ (2012) as a method of gesturing to 
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further narrative elements. Ruppel describes migratory cues as “devices of storytelling through 
which various narrative paths are marked by producers and located by an audience through 
activation patterns,” (2012, 62). In Martyrs, there are two such cues, and they take the form of 
the printed web address at which the readers may find Belgrave’s blog. One appears towards the 
beginning of the novel, and one appears towards the end. We might, then, frame these cues as the 
specific points of contact between the print and digital elements of the narrative. There are two 
arguments to draw from this framing, one being practical and the other philosophical, and both 
have ramifications for developing transmedial narrative cohesion. 
     While convergence theory maintains that audiences are more than willing to follow content 
across media platforms (Jenkins, 2006), there is a negotiation that happens when audiences 
follow a migratory cue. An implicit invitation is made, and if the audience expends the energy in 
navigating the nexus, the expectation is that their effort will be rewarded. As Henry Jenkins 
argues of convergence culture: “convergence, I told readers, had less to do with interfaces of 
technologies and more to do with the interactions between audiences, producers, texts, and 
technologies” (2016, 89). But the interface does play in important role. It is an extension of the 
relationship between audiences and texts, audiences and technology. As a mechanism for 
facilitating movement across the nexus, a web address printed in a physical book is functional, 
but not totally ideal. It relies on the audience typing out the address as a whole into their 
electronic device, or using the title of the blog as the search term in a search engine such as 
Google. As an invitation, however, a web address is the most direct cue that could be made in a 
print artefact pointing towards digital content. The challenge is in the friction that is created 
between the digital and physical worlds, a phenomenon that is unavoidable in instances like this. 
The necessary distance between putting a physical book down and picking up a smart phone or 
opening a laptop requires TS writers to not just point to further content, but to make the best (the 
most effective, and the most narratively fulfilling) invitation possible. 
     Martyrs, as a text, works towards this ‘best invitation’ but there is room for growth beyond its 
current iteration. For instance, it is beyond the scope of this project to provide the required search 
engine optimisation (SEO) needed to make the blog easily assessable through a Google search 
using partial terms. In an ideal from, a work such as Martyrs would have the necessary 
background optimisation so that even a partial search (‘Philip Belgrave blog’ for instance) would 
return the necessary result. This has consequences for narrative cohesion. The further down in a 
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list of search results the website appears, the more effort an audience has to take to find the right 
one, presenting more opportunities for readers to slip the bounds of the fictional world(s) and 
stumble into texts and spaces that are not part of the narrative but share a similarity in titling or 
commonality in web addresses. In TS works that have more than one digital space, that is 
multiple websites or content spread across multiple platforms (such as a website and an iOS 
application), the possibility of a dead end or wrong turn necessarily increases. There needs to be 
a balance, then, between the directness of cue, and its narrative purpose. There needs to be a 
reason for the migratory cue to appear where it does, and the form it takes needs to work as part 
of the cue itself, as well as part of the narrative.           
     As previously mentioned, Richard House’s The Kills (2013) lists the web address for the 
augmented content in the back pages of the printed novel. This creates a non-narrative signaling 
of content in that the actual cue is not formulated as part of the narrative and instead is simply an 
invitation from the author for an audience to explore further content. The logic of disparateness 
is, in part, an attempt to shift that invitation to a narratively driven one. By allowing Jeremy, one 
of the narrators in Martyrs, to list the web address for Belgrave’s blog, the same mechanism is 
employed, but its presence becomes part of the world of the story rather than acting simply as an 
access point. This is heightened by visually signaling the existence of a real website by depicting 
the address typographically with standard hyperlink blue font, underlined with the prefix and 
suffix of a web address. In short, by having a narrator point out the web address, and by making 
it look like a web address, the signal is encompassed by the narrative – it is implied that the web 
address exists as part of the fabric of the story – and curious audience members will be rewarded 
with the effort of typing the address into a web browser. They will have access to information 
about the plot and gain an enriched understanding of Belgrave as a character. In this way, we can 
look to migratory cues not simply as signals, but as part of the narrative architecture. We can 
frame migratory cues as devices in the same we can view chapters, or paragraphs, or sentences – 
as mechanisms of structure that serve the narrative by imbuing them with voice, with 
idiosyncrasy. In doing so, migratory cues can operate as more than an arrow pointing the way 
along a path, and become part of that path.   
     This brings us to the second point I wish to make about the migratory cues used in the 
creative work, and one that speaks to the broader theorising of networked narrative ecologies. As 
previously mentioned, we can view migratory cues as the points of contact, the specific 
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intersections of the print and digital narrative divide. We should take caution, however, not to 
confuse the points of contact as the entirety of the intersection. Rather, it is my contention that 
the intersection grows from the points of contact to engulf the narrative work as a whole. In this 
way, we can frame narrative elements that are not in direct intersectional contact as being part of 
the intersection, despite a modal, spatial, or theoretical distance. I’ve discussed the narrative role 
of Belgrave’s artwork previously, and its serves here as an example of what I mean when I argue 
the intersection is larger – more pervasive – than the points of contact.       
                            
Fig. 18 Belgrave’s painting vs Jeremy’s representation 
 
In Martyrs, the above pictures are separated by the print/digital divide (and potentially hours of 
reading time), and the narration about one does not directly reference the existence of the other. 
This does not, however, detract from their pairing occurring across the print digital intersection. 
In other words, the lack of a specific migratory cue where these illustrations are concerned does 
not negate their intersectional nature. For a TS writer, the shadows of the contact points are just 
as important as the points of contact themselves. It is the ripples of the digital in the physical, and 
the inverse, that give power to the intersection in the first place as a narrative force, from which 
we might consider the capacity for narrative cohesion. Part of effectively negotiating the 
intersection, then, in terms of writing fiction, is in considering how the intersection affects the 
content.    
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5.6.2 Content: writing, moving, and removing 
The first draft of Martyrs was 15000 words longer than the version submitted as part of this 
research. Two characters were cut from the novel, one completely, and one was redesigned as a 
small supporting character. These cuts were partly because of the word limitations of this 
research project, but also because they were not, in the end, necessary. Cutting sections from a 
novel is not a unique part of the editing process, but doing so in this instance highlighted the 
balance between form and content that is necessary in a TS narrative, and this is particularly 
evident in the digital spaces of the story. 
     Works like The Silent History and The Walking Dead have teams of developers working 
towards developing the digital realms of their story. Functionality and aesthetics flow from the 
narrative, and as a result, the digital enactments of many of the texts examined in this research 
evidence complex and sophisticated uses of technology. The choice of utilising a character blog 
as one of the storytelling forms in Martyrs was influenced not only by its scope, but also because 
it was within the practical reach of myself as the author. It also functions as a way of 
exemplifying the logic of disparateness, its character centricity in particular, allows for a focused 
discussion around the character-world dynamic that informs its theoretical foundation. And it is 
precisely for this reason that the blog, and by extension the digital realm of Martyrs, provides a 
space to discuss the ideal form of the work and some of the limitations faced in its creation. 
     The specific points at which the audience are invited to move from the print novel to the 
digital space is, as I have already discussed, a matter of balancing the plot of the narrative – the 
choreographed revealing of information and events – with the embedded possibility that the 
audience may or may not decide to cross the digital threshold, and what that means for the shape 
of the overall story. In terms of writing Martyrs, then, careful consideration had to be given to 
the content of the blog.  
     Initially, Belgrave’s blog was intended to be more of a manifesto than a space to recount 
specific parts of the story. There exist, for instance, draft essays in which he evaluates 
contemporary artists and compares them to his own work (which he perceives as better executed, 
more informed, and wholly more important). This conception of the blog, however, lacked 
resonance with the print element of the work because it leaned too heavily towards enriching the 
character without enriching the story. To put it another way, in the early drafts of the work, when 
movement from the print novel to the blog would occur, it became apparent there was a lingering 
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questions of so what? It was stepping the audience too far out of the narrative events at hand to 
give them information that could be more effectively, indeed more ideally, dispersed in the print 
element.  
     The eventual structure of the blog, where Belgrave confesses, was originally in the print text, 
but written from Jeremy’s perspective. It was broken up into parts, just as it is in the blog, and 
spread throughout the novel. The decision to move it to the blog, and to rewrite it from 
Belgrave’s perspective as a confession, speaks to iterative multimodality as a creative writing 
practice. As I outlined above, iterative multimodality holds that a TS story is best served by 
asking which platforms a character would use to tell a part of their story. As with any artistic 
endeavour, some iterations are more successful than others. We can view the early draft of 
Belgrave’s blog, his manifesto, as an unsuccessful iteration of his specific world view. Through 
the drafting process, by continually coming back to the questions of what the character would do, 
the iterations become more effective. In this way, iterative multimodality, as part of the wider 
logic of disparateness, can be seen as a method as well as a theoretical component to developing 
transmedial narrative cohesion. The iterative process, when it stems from the character-world 
tension, allows for experimenting with the placement of content, and functions as the criteria on 
which that placement may be judged.  
     This concept becomes increasingly important to the creative process when more than one 
person is involved in the production of the work. The ideal version of Martyrs would, like many 
of the examined texts, be a product of the collaborative process. The author’s inexperience in 
web design, for instance, could be alleviated through collaboration with other practitioners. 
Similarly, in a collaborative process, voice actors could be hired to narrate Collin’s poems as 
they appear on Belgrave’s blog. The scope of the blog itself could be expanded, not to add more 
plot elements, but to further enrich the clarity of Belgrave’s world view. An essay section could 
be added, a photo diary; elements which, while beyond the scope of this project, would serve the 
story without detracting from the narrative architecture.  
     This brings me to the final point in my reflection on the process of writing Martyrs as a 
means of better understanding, and articulating, how narrative cohesion can be developed in a 
transmedia narrative.  
     This research project developed out the observation that much research around TS stems from 
analysis of franchise narratives such as The Matrix, Star Wars, and The Marvel Cinematic 
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Universe. Beyond utilising different forms of storytelling (comics, feature films, video games 
and animations), they all also represent large industry entities. Part of what drove this research 
was an interest in what creative writers could do, as writers, to extend their print works into the 
realms of other media. In this intention, there is a tension between the notion of a writer adopting 
transmedia storytelling as a philosophical lens through which to view their work, and the larger 
industry examples of transmedia storytelling. Martyrs serves as small scale TS work, not 
connected to any ongoing or continuing narrative. But it is my belief that the logic of 
disparateness, the framework for narrative cohesion that developed through the process of 
writing Martyrs, is just as applicable to large scale narratives as it is to self-contained TS works. 
The same building blocks of story are present in both instances, and the same character-story 
dynamic underpins those building blocks.  
     That Martyrs exists as a text is its success. As an experimental work, it evidences how 
transmedial narrative cohesion can be developed at the intersection of print and digital creative 
writing. Beyond that, discussing its ideal form is a way of discussing what the work might look 
like if it were not limited to logistic or budgetary constraints. The purpose of such a discussion is 
not to critique Martyrs as a work for fiction, but to examine and reflect on the process of creating 
it in helping to illuminate the effectiveness of the logic of disparateness. Narrative cohesion, 
whether it is between different media or different chapters, is central to the process of 
storytelling, and Martyrs makes an argument for understanding it more clearly.      
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6.Conclusion 
 
This research project has attempted to address the question, if print and digital narratives 
interact in diverse and nuanced ways, how might narrative cohesion be seen to be developed or 
understood at their intersection? In doing so, the research has positioned transmedia storytelling 
(TS) as a philosophical lens through which creative writers can extend their practice from the 
purely linguistic into other semiotic modes across, and within, distinct media.   
     The significance of this inquiry is in meeting the advancing technological and theoretical 
implications that storytellers are currently encountering. Discussing creative writers who, in the 
20
th
 and early 21
st
 centuries, challenged literary conventions and traditions, Nigel Krauth writes, 
“my concept of the radical relates to process: […] it subtends from political and cultural activism 
and changing aesthetic and social enthusiasm, and in the arts it expresses itself in processes that 
reflect new understandings and ambitions, especially those of individuals caught up in bigger 
social, moral, and political change” (2016, 19). To this I would say, we are in the midst of 
change right now, and the kinds of storytelling that are emerging are already radical.       
      As discussed in the introduction, I first encountered the idea of characters and their 
storyworlds existing across different media in the form of comics. It wasn’t until I encountered 
Jenkins’ (2003) early writing on transmedia storytelling in postgraduate study that I realised 
there was a framework to explain why these vast, world-spanning stories existed. As technology 
continues to progress, as digital devices expand in their narrative capacity, storytellers are going 
to react, as they always have, by developing new ways to tell stories. Whatever relationship 
between devices and people emerges, whatever relationship between story and storytelling that 
may come into being in the future, the process of storytelling will always encounter a need for 
cohesion. And as writers engage with, invent, challenge, or move beyond new forms of media 
and storytelling, cohesion is going to become more necessary as a means of conceptually uniting 
the complexities inherent in kinds of narrative that do not yet exist. It is for this reason the 
research addresses cohesion at the intersection of print and digital creative writing.   
     In engaging with the research question, a number of transmedial and experimental narrative 
works have been examined using textual analysis and media specific analysis. While the research 
acknowledges that these two methods of investigation are vastly different, using them in tandem 
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allows for a more nuanced and considered examination of the cohesive operational patterns in 
transmedia works. Chiefly, this involves investigating and articulating how transmedia works 
draw from, or challenge, the affordances and limitations of the specific media of which they are 
comprised. Works such as The Kills, The Silent History, Slaughterhouse-Five, The Walking 
Dead, S., and The Pickle Index were discussed in terms of the relationship between the 
ontological status of their storyworlds and the characters who inhabit them. Through this 
analysis, the research identified three broad challenges in developing cohesion at the intersection 
of print and digital creative writing.  
     The first challenge is that as an audience encounters the different media of a TS narrative, the 
order and the ways in which the media are consumed influence their understanding of the 
narrative world of a story and its characters. This has structural and ontological implications, as 
the order in which the media are encountered affect the shape of the story. In this way the media 
themselves can be seen to become part of the story, as well as part of its telling, affecting how 
we ontologically situate the fictional world of a story in relation to our own.   
     The second challenge is in the relationship between the story itself and its telling. Many TS 
narratives exhibit slippage between characters and narrators. This can result in disparate 
representations of a storyworld. Contradictions or arguments about the internal logic of that 
world can be seen to play out across the discourse and textual levels of a complex arrangement 
of media with different representational capacities.   
     The third challenge the research has identified is in the representations themselves. As 
different TS narrators and characters represent their understanding of the storyworld, they can be 
seen to draw on a diverse array of semiotic choices. This often results in a complex and 
contradictory assemblage of modalities. Understanding how multimodality can operate as a 
cohesive force at the nexus of print and digital creative writing requires TS writers to understand 
how to best coordinate overlapping semiotic interactions across and within discrete media.             
     In meeting these challenges, the research proposes the logic of disparateness as a theoretical 
framework that can be applied to TS narratives to explain and expand on how cohesion operates 
when a story moves between the printed pages of a novel into the notional world. The 
components of the logic of disparateness all draw from a central understanding that there is a 
tension between characters and the storyworld in which they inhabit. This tension does not cast 
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characters and storyworlds as a binary equation. Rather, they are linked, each symbiotically 
developing according to how a TS writer leverages the tension as an agent of cohesion. 
     Relational world theory outlines the ontological positioning of the fictional world in relation 
to the real world and the notional world. The plurality of liminalities that occur in this 
arrangement allows the fictional world a non-stable status, one that is experienced from the 
vantage point of the real world, across specific media, textualities, and through these elements, 
the senses and beliefs of different characters. This formulation allows the world of a story to 
develop as the characters of that story develop. Our understanding of both is linked to choices 
the characters make in representing their world.  
     Subjective ontological metalepsis characterises the ontological non-stability of a transmedia 
storyworld. As vertical and subjectively lateral movement across Genette’s (1980) narrative 
levels occur, the implied vastness of a storyworld is exploited. It allows contradictory 
understandings, discrete representations of knowledge about the world to be presented by 
characters as they assert narratorial duties or are subservient to the narration of others. Cohesion 
is developed through the attribution of specific textual elements to specific characters, and 
through imbuing those texts with the characters’ historical and ideological world views. 
     Iterative multimodality facilitates the representation of storyworlds as an iterative process. 
Characters engage in semiotic choices across and within discrete media to represent their 
understanding of the storyworld. The resulting assemblage presents a (potentially) nonlinear 
arrangement of the characters’ understandings. This approach allows characters, and thus the TS 
writer, to challenge the affordances and limitations of specific media as part of a narrative 
ecology in a way that positions contradictory representations as cohesive.    
     The components of the logic of disparateness are not neatly demarcated. In applying the 
framework to a transmedia narrative, cohesion develops from the ways in which they intersect 
with the narrative, and with each other; the ways a TS writer makes choices about the 
relationships between character and storyworld, about the relationships between people and the 
spaces they inhabit.  
     It is beyond the scope of this research to present a complete topography of transmedial 
cohesion. The framework proposed here is a snapshot that has emerged from analysis of 
exemplary transmedia stories, and through the creation of the transmedia novel Martyrs: the life 
and afterlife of Collin Ampersand. In applying the logic of disparateness to the creative work, I 
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have tried to demonstrate its effectiveness as a theoretical model for how cohesion can be 
understood at the intersection of print and digital writing. In this way the research contributes to 
the growing academic discourse around transmedia storytelling. It signals the feasibility and 
implications for constructing a print novel that connects to a wider ecology of digital texts. It 
positions cohesion, theoretically and practically, in the hands of creative writers whose work 
exists at the print/digital nexus, whose work moves beyond the bounds of a printed novel.  
     It is my hope that this research will also encourage creative writers to expand their practice to 
include kinds of writing that are not wholly linguistic, not wholly contained between two covers. 
The significance of this research, beyond its theoretical contributions, is in providing a way for 
writers to think about cohesion in their practice, and to view the practice of creative writing as 
agile enough to encompass a number of visual, aural, linguistic, and technological territories. 
Neil Gaiman writes, “The miracle of prose is this: it begins with the words. What we, as authors, 
give to the reader isn’t a story. We don’t give them people or places or the emotions. What we 
give the readers is raw code, a rough pattern, loose architectural plans that they use to build the 
book themselves” (2016, 45). Martyrs, as a creative work, seeks the edge of that loose 
architecture. It exists on a continuum of works that re-imagine the rough pattern of a novel and 
expand the kinds of raw code that can be used to build a book. For me, the miracle of prose is 
this: it can be added to. And it is my hope that more writers will.      
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Preface to the creative work 
The creative work has been broken into two sections for examination. Chapters 1-16 form the 
examinable portion of the creative work, and represent a large enough sample (42,000 words) to 
enable significant examination of the theoretical and practical challenges in developing a print 
novel as part of a wider, cohesive, ecology of digital texts. Chapters 17-20 are included as an 
appendix. The reasons behind this sectioning are twofold. Firstly, as with any research project, 
scope and scale are necessary conditions under which contributions to knowledge can be 
articulated in a concise and purposeful manor. In practice led research, however, there is a 
balance that needs to be struck between the scope of the research and the corresponding scale of 
the creative work from which the research emerges. If Martyrs were submitted in full for the 
purpose of examination, the thesis would fall outside the recommended maximum range of 
90,000 words. By including the final three chapters (or 10,000 words) as an appendix, the 
research is able to meet this recommendation, while also presenting concise original research.  
     The second reason for sectioning the creative work as I have done is because of the natural 
tendency for narratives to contain significance in their final moments or scenes. As such, the 
appendix is referenced in the exegetical component, and although not formally assessable, is 
included for more than the sake of completeness. As I argued in Chapter Six, no transmedia 
writer can be sure how their narrative will be consumed. So the appendix is a genuine invitation, 
but certainly not a requirement, for the examiner to conclude the narrative, if they wish.     
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The life and afterlife of Collin Ampersand 
 
A Novel 
By Jeremy, who created everything 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
Forward 
 
Ok.  
     I have long legs, right? Knees like bags of rocks. 
Saxophone feet. I walk like a graph is what I’m saying. An 
upturn in profits.  
     I lean without meaning to.  
     Mum used to say, ‘You were made for bending in storms, 
Collin,’ but you don’t see Jeremy penning that, do you?  
     It’s all in the voice. The vo-cab-u-la-ry.  
     I got inches, me. And they go all the way up to the big H. 
I jammed my teeth against air and grief and then I was 
electric. But I can’t jam any more.        
     My brother Pete had this joke when we were kids. ‘Col,’ 
he’d say, ‘why can you never run in a camp site?’  
     And I’d play along, alright? ‘I don’t know, Pete,’ I’d 
say, ‘why can you never run in camp site?’ 
     ‘You can only ever ran,’ he’d say, ’because it’s past 
tense.’ 
     This book already happened. I can’t jam any more, but it 
already all happened. This book here is Jeremy writing the 
cracks, not the bends. Writing about how Phil done me in; 
about my loves and my life, and my love life. I’m a victim of 
third person. 
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     So I’m unjamming. I can only ran, but I’m opening my gob 
to stretch my teeth a little. To lay it all out for whoever 
picks this up. Using my inches to reach a little further.       
     When I was a kid, a young poet you might gab, I kicked a 
lot of shins. One time I ripped a drainpipe off the side of 
the house. It was busted. I set up a racetrack. I caught rats 
in the garage, tricked them with peanut butter and a bucket, 
and sent them into my pipe. Let them run straight down.  
     Mum and Dad hated rats. Both of them claimed the heebies. 
So they let me build my track. And at the bottom was a 
mousetrap. 
     Look, I’m not saying I’m a genius. But I can pen better 
than Jeremy can. I was a rat in his pipe and my mousetrap was 
made of paper. But I can make paper too.  
     I took a walk with a young suicide and I made myself a 
list that’s more powerful than any spring. Won’t break my 
spine. I’m not a genius, but I might be a hero. 
     I’ll cop to that, or any other. I’m a martyr alright, 
died for my beliefs, and then wrote them all out.  
     Jeremy created everything, but I created my list.  
 
Collin Ampersand,  
Heaven,  
2017    
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One 
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When I created everything, the first thing I decided was that everything would die eventually. 
*** 
 
 
*** 
The death of Collin Ampersand depended very much on when a lit cigarette, standing filter 
side down on a scratched bedside table, burned out. This particular cigarette was the last of a 
pack of Marlboros, all of which had been turned on their filter and burned down one after the 
other. 
     Collin Ampersand had purchased the cigarettes himself, lighting them one by one, to add a 
sense of pageantry to the event.   
     He wanted to be murdered when the cigarette burned out.  
     He wanted to be a martyr.   
     Collin Ampersand wasn’t an agent of any revolution or a religious zealot. He was a thirty-
five year old librarian who wore his tie too thin and his glasses too far down the bridge of his 
nose. 
     He called himself a poet. 
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     ‘When it’s all ash,’ Belgrave said, from under the covers of his massive bed, ‘I think I’ll 
jam a screwdriver in your ear. How does that sound?’ 
*** 
Philip Belgrave, who had known Collin since university, and who was a semi-famous, soon 
to be infamous, graphic artist, is important to this story in two ways. 
1. He had agreed to murder Collin, at Collin’s own request, with little to no resistance. 
He was, if he were to tell it, a helpful man.  
2. He was my son.  
*** 
You shouldn’t read too much into that. This isn’t a saviour thing, just boredom, which is what 
most miracles are. I invented him just like I invented mountains, and to tell the truth, he 
hadn’t done much of anything since. That would change, but it didn’t have anything to do 
with me. 
*** 
About J.C., because sometimes people do ask, I’ll say this: he had some good ideas, but he 
loses marks for practical application.    
*** 
‘A screwdriver’s fine, I guess,’ Collin said.  He was sitting with his legs crossed, leaning 
against a wall in the bedroom across from Belgrave, on the only part of the floor that wasn’t 
covered with loose sheets of A3 sketch paper. ‘A bit sterile though, don’t you think?’ 
     ‘I was thinking more of the pain you’d have to endure. It would be quite a bit.’ 
     ‘Does pain make people think of a noble death?’ 
     ‘More so than no pain, I would imagine.’ 
Philip Belgrave liked to imagine a lot of things from under the thick and dirty covers of his 
bed. His legs and belly were too large to move without folding or flapping uncomfortably. He 
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spent most of his day drawing the things he imagined in a coiled Spirax sketchbook, or 
painting them with acrylics at an easel in his studio downstairs. Pictures of sad trees dragging 
their leaves on the ground, misshapen children playing with old bits of machinery in the sun. 
Belgrave would rip the pages from his book and let them float as violently as paper can to the 
floor around his bed. He made the children smile. Even if they had a wet and gaping mouth in 
the centre of their belly, he always made them smile. 
     There were so many loose pages, Collin couldn’t see the colour of the carpet as he sat 
against the wall in Belgrave’s room and the cigarette turned to ash on the bedside table. 
     ‘I think it should be something flashy,’ Collin Ampersand said.  
     ‘I have the screwdriver right here in a drawer. It’s good for opening tins. You could sit 
with your back against the bed and I could stick it right in there.’ 
     ‘Do you have some gasoline? You could set me on fire. There was a monk who did that 
once. Everybody respected him then.’ 
     ‘It didn’t do him any good though, did it? Besides, he had a good reason.’ 
     ‘I have a good reason.’ 
     ‘What’s that?’ 
     ‘Love.’ 
     ‘That’s the worst reason to do anything.’ 
*** 
Yes, and when that last cigarette eventually burned down it was not a screwdriver or gasoline 
that ended Collin Ampersand. None the less, when the job got done. His lungs drew no breath 
and his heart no longer pumped goo around his body. And in his throat, nestled solid and 
soggy, was a biscuit. 
     Belgrave put it there right after he heard Collin Ampersand’s last words.   
*** 
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 Here is my first tip for the newly deceased: Heaven is full of unhelpful people.  
     Sometimes people ask about a soul and whether they have one or whether they are one. 
This is because when they meet me, they aren’t a product of biology anymore. When they 
meet me they’re made of something that’s like a soul, I suppose, if it wasn’t a made up word. 
And I’ll tell you this: you are electricity.  
     You were meat being made to dance, and that was beautiful. But all that is left when you 
become newly deceased, what some people might call a soul, and what other people call 
psychology, is the electricity.  
     I’m qualified to say something like that because I’m the one who made it all up. I also 
made up wheelbarrows, goannas, ocean foam, and advertising.  
     I had the bright idea to make up Heaven out of cement and grass and playground 
equipment. There’s a TV if that takes your fancy. A telescope too, but it doesn’t work. That’s 
all inside the big gate, in the Heavenly Administration Building, where I process the freshly 
dead, where they read their books, where they work out what it’s like to not have meat to 
make dance.       
     Beyond the Heavenly Administration Building is Heaven proper. People are pretty free to 
come and go as they like once they’re inside Heaven proper, once they’ve read their book, 
and they’ve said to themselves ‘You know what, I’m pretty ok, I’m pretty not bad, and I 
deserve to be happy.’        
     Outside the gate is where people line up to get in. They stand around on the garden path 
like they’re waiting for trumpets or virgins or deceased relatives to say hello.  
*** 
And now, here’s some magic: 
     This book is about you, Collin. It’s about you and you’re reading it, but it is also for you. 
And people tend to get all kinds of dangerous when they see the word “you” written down on 
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paper. And by dangerous, I mean they wrinkle their forehead and they cross their arms and 
they say, ‘Bullshit.’  
***      
Yes and written language is so beautiful with its lines and curves that we can bend it into any 
shape we like. A square or triangle or, if we concentrate, a beautifully textured butthole from 
which emerges, not the shape of bullshit, but a most wonderful name: Collin Ampersand. 
     That’s right, the magic I refer to is the magic of the third person perspective.  
     It’s a lot easier to assess yourself when you’re not looking through your own eyes.  
     So I offer mine.   
Like everyone else, the garden path
1
 is where Collin Ampersand starts the afterlife. Try not to 
read too much into that either. 
*** 
 
                                                          
1 Not pictured: Collin Ampersand; everyone standing in front of Collin Ampersand; the meaning of life  
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*** 
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Collin was on that garden path for three days. During that time he said very little, but spoke 
quite often.  
     ‘My head hurts,’ he said on the first day. And it did. At least what Collin believed to be 
his head. There were hundreds of thousands of people in front of him on the garden path, 
standing around and chatting. And what else, they were all naked. So was Collin, except for a 
wire thin pair of glasses. Imagine the lines at Disneyland, and then subtract all the clothes, 
and then subtract all the heartbeats, and then add all of the shifty sideways glances you could 
imagine.  
     That’s what Heaven is like for the newly deceased.  
     On that first day, a man standing next to Collin picked a strand of grass from beside the 
cement path they were standing on, bit into it with messy teeth, and spat to his side. Hair 
spilled from his head and leaked onto the ground. It looked like rope, woven together with 
dead weeds. A tattoo of a tiger reached from his back over a thin left shoulder and used its 
claws to seemingly tear into his nipple. 
     His wang was absolutely massive. 
     ‘We wait for Duck,’ the man said, which is about the truest thing anyone’s ever said. 
*** 
This particular man was a deceased monk. Before he was a deceased monk, he lived in a 
small house in Brisbane’s West End, which is in Queensland, Australia. The religion the 
monk subscribed to was not a traditional one. It was something he himself had invented, and 
accordingly, he was the only practitioner. The religion he invented was called Podiotrism. 
The core belief of Podiotrism is this: The goodness of a person is determined by the state of 
their feet. 
     Yes, and a Podiatrist (not to be confused with the medical profession of the same name) 
holds that the way to enlightenment is by walking barefoot through adversity, to meet people 
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in wandering, and to share wine and stories. To a Podiatrist, every crack in the soul of their 
foot is one crack closer to true happiness. 
     And that monk was, as far as I’m aware, the happiest person who ever lived, right up until 
he died of an infection caused by an ingrown toenail. 
     On my garden path, he was the happiest person to not live. Even though his wandering 
feet had brought him right to my front gate, where we shared wine and stories.  
     I haven’t finished writing his book yet because, despite its apparent simplicity, Podiotrism 
is actually a very complex system of morality.  
*** 
‘Oh,’ Collin said. ‘Right.’ He rubbed his eyes with the tips of his fingers. ‘We’re waiting for 
a duck?’ 
     ‘Yes,’ the monk said, and looked at Collin’s clean feet, the tops of which were scattered 
with thin hairs.  
     ‘How long have you been waiting?’ Colin asked.  
     ‘Twenty years.’ 
     Collin whistled then, thin and nervous. ‘Is that how long I’ll have to wait?’ he said. 
     ‘Depends.’ 
     ‘On what?’ 
     ‘On Duck.’ 
     ‘Right. Does this duck know I’m a martyr?’ Collin said. ‘Because I am. A martyr I mean. 
And a poet. I was murdered for my beliefs. Not about poetry, well maybe partly that, but not 
solely. Not only about poetry. So, I think I should go up the front and have a quiet word with 
the gatekeeper.’  
     ‘No gatekeeper,’ the monk said. ‘Just gate.’ 
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     There was indeed a gate between the line and the Heavenly Administration Building. It 
was made of iron and hung from hinges attached to giant metal stakes. It was rusty, having 
never been opened, and sat with curling red dignity that looked flaky to the touch. A chain 
wrapped around the centre bars, linked with a padlock and a small rusty skeleton key still in 
the lock.  
     ‘So anyone can just walk in?’ Collin Ampersand said.  
     ‘No,’ the monk said. ‘Locked.’ 
     ‘Right,’ Collin said, and then, ‘Shit.’ 
*** 
Moments after Collin Ampersand became the corpse of Collin Ampersand, the mass of 
imagination and meat named Philip Belgrave rolled the blanket from his legs and tried to sit 
up in his bed. 
     ‘I hope you appreciate the effort I’ve gone to for you, Collin,’ he said. 
     The corpse of Collin Ampersand was prostrate on the ground.  
     ‘I suppose I’ll have to raise the authorities before you begin to smell bad. I should have 
gotten you to bring me my computer before I killed you.’ 
     Belgrave hefted his legs over the edge of the bed and attempted to put his considerable 
weight on them. After trying several times to push up with his soft arms, he quit. 
     ‘It can wait till morning.’ 
     When Belgrave returned to his reclined position a banging noise came from under the bed.  
     ‘That’d be Mrs Hobson, downstairs,’ he said to the corpse. ‘She’s usually rather sweet, but 
any hint of volume and she’s at the ceiling with a broom stick.’  
     The banging came again. 
     ‘Although…’ he said to the corpse of Collin Ampersand. ‘Perhaps I can use Mrs Hobson’s 
inquisitive nature to my advantage.’   
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     With great strength of will and purpose, Belgrave rolled over once. 
     *** 
When people come to my playground they often don’t remember what it was that brought 
them there in the first place. Sometimes they do, but mostly they don’t. There’s a lapse in 
memory, a short circuit of the old brain box. And sometimes time brings it back, and other 
times it’s lost forever. With Collin Ampersand, it will be both lost and found, and it will be 
disagreed on almost eternally.  
  *** 
Philip Belgrave’s bedroom, and the attached bathroom, constituted the rented top floor of 
Mrs Hobson’s house. Belgrave rarely left his room – except to work in his studio – preferring 
not to descend the wooden staircase which creaked threateningly whenever he put his weight 
on it. It was this staircase which Mrs Hobson climbed, her hair springing up in patches from 
poorly applied curlers, to knock loudly on his door.  
     ‘You alright in there, Belgrave?’ she yelled between sharp, knuckle first raps on the door. 
‘Heard the loudest thump come from your room about a minute ago!’ 
     ‘Oh, Mrs Hobson,’ Belgrave yelled back. ‘There’s been a terrible accident. I’ve fallen out 
of bed.’ 
     ‘Bloody hell, you haven’t injured yerself have you?’ She twisted the belt of her pink 
dressing gown.   
     ‘I think I might have escaped the worst of it, Mrs Hobson. I have a true warrior’s spirit, 
but I’m afraid there’s a gentleman in here who may not be so bold of constitution.’ 
     ‘What do you mean, Belgrave? Do ya need an ambulance?’ 
     ‘I fear it’s too late for that, my gentle neighbour. I’ve landed on my librarian.’ 
*** 
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The thing about the garden path, on which Collin Ampersand, and the monk, and many 
hundreds of thousands of other people waited, is that it’s old. Biblical old. Older than a great 
grandparent appears to a six year old. And as with all old things, it falls into disrepair 
sometimes. Pavers crack, crumble, and are replaced. The resulting mess is left to the side of 
the path, and on his third day outside of Heaven, Collin Ampersand started picking up some 
pebbles.  
     ‘Dangerous,’ he said. ‘Someone could slip on one of these and kill themselves.’ 
     ‘HA!’ the man said. ‘You make a very good joke.’ 
     ‘I did not.’ 
     ‘Did. You made a joke about dying in Heaven. Where the road does not scratch the feet, 
nor does it marry dirt to the toes. It is a very funny joke.’ 
     ‘From what I’ve seen, this is no more Heaven than the line to Lucky’s Saturday car park 
sausage sizzle. Standing on a garden path that leads God knows where doesn’t constitute an 
afterlife worth characterising.’ 
     When he said that, Collin Ampersand turned into smoke and dissipated.  
     ‘That’s him to see The Duck,’ the monk said, and then, ‘Thank God.’  
*** 
That’s when Collin Ampersand met Me 
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When Collin Ampersand reassembled himself in the Heavenly Administration Building, I 
was resting on the administration desk, in the foyer, next to a small plug-in fountain. A tiny 
motor in the fountain, powered by a discrete wall socket, sucked water from a basin at the 
bottom of a sculpted staircase, then spat it out again at the top of the stairs. I invented power 
sockets up here so people would have somewhere to charge their remote controlled cars.    
     The fountain looked like this: 
  
     ‘Hello, Collin,’ I said. ‘My Name’s Jeremy and I made everything.’ 
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     He didn’t say anything, stood there covering his wang with his hands. I puffed up my tail-
feathers to give him something to look at. They’re black and a pleasant sight if a small wet 
staircase doesn’t seem interesting enough. Even if the fountain did cost thirty dollars from e-
bay.  
     ‘You’re a duck,’ Collin said.  
     ‘Yes.’ 
     ‘You made everything?’ 
     ‘Yes.’ 
     ‘I’m not sure this is going to work for me. Is there anyone else I can talk to?’ 
     ‘Just me,’ I said. 
     Collin looked around then, found the ground beneath him, located the ceiling, but nothing 
in the room – except for me, and possibly the fountain – was even slightly interesting. I made 
the room as boring as possible. No art on the walls, grey carpet, the whole blank canvas deal. 
There’s not even a radio. People tend to get quite flustered when they meet me, have a 
million questions, and I find the process is much easier if they don’t feel as though they have 
to comment on the interior decorating.  
     ‘This place looks like it was decorated by a tablecloth,’ Collin said. 
      Yes, and sometimes people are just mean.        
     ‘Look,’ Collin said, ‘I’m a martyr. Does that get me anything special up here? Oh, and I 
write poetry. It’s very important that you tell me if ducks like poetry.’ 
      And I told him, ‘I like poetry,’ I said. ‘Not too fond of poets, though. Even the martyred 
ones.’ 
     ‘Right. Shit. Well. Can you at least look like something else?’ Collin asked. ‘A bearded 
man, or a little pot-bellied guy or something? Or is this one of those appear-in-a-form-I’m- 
familiar-with dealios.’ 
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     ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m just a duck. I could offer you some biscuits? A Tim-Tam? We have 
some on this side of the gate because the diabetics like them.’ 
     ‘No thanks,’ Collin said. And then, ‘You smell, you know. Like a water bird.’ 
     ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s my feathers.’ 
*** 
Now listen to this: Back on Earth, Collin Ampersand’s body was in a refrigerated box in the 
Apple Burrows Base Hospital waiting to have organs pulled out of it and weighed and put 
back in. Incidentally, soon after its organs were weighed and returned, that corpse would go 
missing. But that is a later part of this story.   
     When the police and the paramedics arrived at Mrs Hobson’s house, when they made their 
way up the stairs into Belgrave’s bedroom, they found both the fresh corpse of Collin 
Ampersand, and something that was worth writing down. Of course, they had to keep the 
language professional, had to be seen documenting the process of death and recording 
statements and making sure they were thorough and compassionate.  
     Of course, photocopiers know all about the limits of compassion. They know people in 
beautiful moments of not being professional, people who do things like write fake police 
reports to hand out in locker rooms and patrol cars, so someone might have a little chuckle at 
the sad things their job entails.  
     And while this fake report, which is included below, wouldn’t be found in any official 
folders in the Apple Burrows Police Station, there were enough copies, folded in the pockets 
of police officers, to attest to the truth of the matter.  
     This is what happened but not what was recorded, as it is with most things except for this 
book.  
     The magic butthole of language and its many shapes:   
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“The investigating officer (Det. Ernest Munch) arrived at the scene at 5:43 am,” the truthful 
fake report began, “and spoke to Con. Donner. The Constable was first on scene, responding 
to a 000 emergency call of a suspected severe injury with an unconscious individual. The 
Constable spoke to a Mrs Hobson (Female, aged 72) who informed him that her boarder (one 
Philip Belgrave, Male, Aged 37) had tried to administer first aid to a friend (Collin 
Ampersand, Male, aged 35) who had collapsed in his upstairs bedroom. Mr Belgrave had 
then fallen from his bed at an approx. speed of 10km/h, landing on the unconscious 
individual. At this point Mrs Hobson forced her way through the bedroom door using a 
screwdriver to find Mr Belgrave atop of the Mr Ampersand. She then used the downstairs 
phone to call emergency services. 
     “Con. Donner checked the vital signs of both Mr Belgrave and Mr Ampersand. Finding no 
pulse in Mr Ampersand’s body and a dangerously high heart rate in Mr Belgrave’s, Con. 
Donner radioed for ETA on paramedic services and began administering first aide to Mr 
Ampersand. Con. Donner said it was made difficult by the size of Mr Belgrave, who was too 
heavy to roll in any direction. Con. Donner attempted CPR by forcibly pushing on Mr 
Belgrave’s back, creating a rhythmic motion in the fat that was covering Mr Ampersand’s 
vital organs. Con. Donner said it was like watching a lava lamp doing rhythmic gymnastics. 
When the ambulance service arrived, they found Con. Donner straddling Mr Belgrave. The 
constable had his hat in his hand, waving it around as he exerted downward pressure on Mr 
Belgrave’s back by gesticulating wildly.   
     “Paramedic Antony Ross reported Mr Belgrave as saying ‘Get this motherfucker off of me, 
he’s sitting on one of my glands.’ 
     “The paramedic detected no pulse in Mr Ampersand’s body, and requested the Constable 
‘stop riding Mr Belgrave like he was in a Stanley Kubrick movie.’ 
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     “Mr Belgrave was eventually relocated to his bed. This was achieved by rigging a make-
shift pulley system out of ropes carried by the paramedics. A pillow was fastened below Mr 
Belgrave’s chin, which provided comfort and the necessary silence for the paramedics to do 
their work. Loops of rope were softened with rolls of Mr Belgrave’s bedding, and wrapped 
around his legs and under his arms. It was at this point that the investigating officer arrived at 
the scene. With the downward force of the two paramedics, the investigating officer, and Mrs 
Hobson, Mr Belgrave was hoisted into the air, and began swinging like a drunken pendulum.  
Paramedic Ross directed the investigating officer to push Mr Belgrave towards his bed, 
which the investigating officer did immediately. The arc Mr Belgrave was enacting reached 
its peak above his mattress, but timing became apparent almost immediately as an issue. The 
large citizen would have to be directly above his mattress before the attending authorities 
relinquished control of the rope.   
     “The apparentness of this issue made itself obvious after Mr Belgrave was dropped, 
seemingly above his mattress, but with enough momentum for him to continue in his return 
arc, landing him directly onto Mr Ampersand’s body again.  
     “The force applied to Mr Ampersand’s body caused his bowels to release, and from his 
mouth shot an object that had been lodged there. Closer inspection of the object, after it 
landed on a bedside table, revealed it to be a Monte Carlo biscuit. While wet from partial 
ingestion, the biscuit remained intact. 
     “A Be On The Look Out for a pack of Arnott’s Assorted Creams has been issued, and 
officers expect the case to be wrapped up promptly, over a cup of tea and a nice chat.”  
*** 
In the Heavenly Administration Building, Collin Ampersand was still coming to terms with 
the Ultimate Truth behind all of existence.  
     ‘I read that ducks are terrible lovers’ he said. ‘Very mean.’ 
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     ‘Look who’s talking,’ I said. 
     ‘I’m not mean.’  
     ‘You might change your mind after you read this,’ I said. ‘Or you might not.’  
     All birds, Me included, have a special muscle that runs down the side of our body. This 
special muscle is called a Supracoracoideus, and it has a very special job. The job my 
Supracoracoideus does is raise my wings, and I used it just then, pointing behind the 
administration desk, to a freshly bound book resting on a lower counter top. Also on the 
countertop were a computer, a large industrial sized printer, and a binding machine. The book 
rested on its back, with the cover facing up. There was a picture of a feather on it. It was a 
picture of one of my feathers. I plucked it off myself so I could draw it. The book was called 
The life and afterlife of Collin Ampersand. It was Collin’s biography.  
     ‘What am I supposed to do with that?’ Collin asked. He was leaning over the counter 
looking at the book, his hands still cupped around his wang.  
     ‘Whatever you want,’ I said. ‘But I’d find something different to use as a bookmark.’  
     Collin Ampersand looked at his crotch, back at the book, and let go of himself. ‘Did you 
write a book about me?’ he asked.  
     ‘Frequently asked questions are on page 21,’ I said.  
*** 
FAQ 
1. What is the meaning of the universe? 
This is not a good first question. Perhaps you should consider something more specific, like 
asking what the meaning of a mountain is.  
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2. Why am I holding a book with my name on it? 
When I created people, I had no idea they’d be so needy. It was only after the first few 
million died that I realised they had some sort of conception of being not alive, along with the 
expectation that it should be experiential. The trouble was, no sooner had I started making the 
life part of the afterlife, people started making up rules about it.  If you think theology is hard 
for humans to grasp, you should try being Me. In the end, since humans made up the whole 
thing, I decided they would be the best people to ask about it. So the book you have in your 
hands is about you, your life, your mistakes and successes. If you think you deserve Heaven 
after reading it, then that’s where you’ll go. If not, you can choose the other place.   
3. If I have to determine my own afterlife, could I just skip reading the book and go 
straight for the good stuff? 
It’s almost impossible to keep up any kind of impatience when eternity is involved.  
4. Why are you a duck? 
Why are you a human? It just turned out that way.  
5. Are ducks the preferred species of The Divine Creator, and if so, is there a better 
afterlife guaranteed to them? 
I wasn’t a duck until I made ducks and then people named them ducks. The good thing about 
ducks is they are quite happy if they can go swimming once in a while.  
6. I’ve heard ducks are mean lovers, is that true? And if so, why are you mean? 
I’ve never made love before, so I can’t tell you if I’m mean or not. 
*** 
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Collin looked up from the book. ‘I have to decide whether I’m worthy for Heaven or not?’ he 
said. 
     ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘If you think that’s what’s best.’ 
     He was shifting the book in his hand, trying to work out if something that small could hold 
everything of importance, good and bad, that he ever did.  
     ‘It’s all in there. All the important stuff.’ 
     ‘How long did it take you to write?’ 
     ‘A little bit longer than it took you to live.’ 
     ‘And if I want to, I don’t have to read it? I can choose to say I’m a good person right now 
and then I’m in?’ 
     ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But then you don’t get to read the book.’ 
     ‘I can’t take it with me?’ 
     ‘There’s no point if you’re already inside Heaven proper.’ 
     ‘Oh,’ he said. 
     I used my Supracoracoideus again, and pointed with the tip of my wing to a doorway with 
a bead curtain strung from the top of the frame. ‘Through there,’ I said. ‘There are some 
chairs and a place to rest your feet. It’s the Library.’  
*** 
The good thing about people is that you can always count on them being interested in 
themselves. It’s what makes them so fun to talk to. I’ve only ever had three people refuse to 
read their book. The first was a serial murderer by the name of Henderson. He had a lazy eye 
and told me he had trouble focussing on words. 
     ‘I can read it to you if you want,’ I said. 
     ‘It’s ok,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a pretty good idea of what’s in there.’ 
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     What was in the book was a very detailed account of how Henderson had abducted 
thirteen men in their early twenties and made them watch films Henderson had recorded of 
him butchering the men’s grandmothers while they were still alive.  
     ‘I was angry at my Nanna,’ he said. ‘I took it out on people.’ 
     ‘I know,’ I said. 
     Henderson was angry with his Nanna because she used to make roast pumpkin for dinner 
five nights a week. Henderson didn’t like roast pumpkin even one night a week.  
     ‘What kind of vegetables do you got in Hell?’ Henderson asked. 
     ‘None.’ 
     ‘I might give that a try then.’ 
     ‘If that’s what you think is best,’ I said.   
*** 
The other two were brothers, twins, fourteen years old. They didn’t want to read about 
themselves either.  
     ‘Mum always said stayin up late was a sin,’ one brother said. 
     ‘So’s swearin. We done lots a both,’ the other said. 
     ‘And thinkin about girls,’ the first said. 
     ‘Yeah, I thought about girls a lot. They was naked when I thought about em.’  
     ‘Mum always said if it was in your head or in somebody else’s bed, bein naked was a sin.’ 
     ‘We should go to the other place.’ 
     ‘Yeah, the other place.’ 
     ‘If that’s what you think,’ I said.  
*** 
There’s a lot of information in Collin’s book. A lot of bad decisions and sad statistics. It’s not 
all apocalypses and spilled wine though. There are some happy moments. Some good times.  
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The first time I legged into the library I was keen as an edge 
to have a gander at my book. Keen to have a gander at the 
library too. I’m a librarian for profit, or used to be before 
I inched my way to the big H, so I wanted to scope the 
shelving. Peep all the biographies Jeremy’d written. 
     It didn’t happen like Jeremy penned. I didn’t ask about 
his smell or his fucking. Not with the words he said I did, 
anyway.  
     But leg it I did, and the books looked like strong teeth 
shelved in healthy gums. Those teeth couldn’t jam against air 
or grief. They were all labelled, alphabetical, and by year. 
     The library had a fireplace. Mad ducking idea, you ask me. 
Paper being what it is, nothing but ash if you add a little 
flame. Turns out the fire didn’t give off any heat. Was there 
for lookie-lous like me. I know because I stuck my hand in the 
flames, testing the limits of the big H and whatnot, and I 
didn’t so much as rash, let alone blister. 
     Jeremy said it’s there for comfort not heat. 
     The biggest problem I had with the big H, and it took me 
a little to puzzle it out, to name it a problem, was the lack 
of imagination.  
     No i-mage-in-a-tion no vo-cab-u-la-ry. 
     The big H looked like a homeless decorated it out of a 
catalogue. The chairs were all matchey, but don’t feel sturdy. 
Like they had a cardboard skeleton covered in stain resistant 
material.  
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     I didn’t know if I can make stains anymore. Wrote a poem 
about it. Get this gem into your peepers: 
 
When skin doesn’t exist,  
                                                             
there’s no need for touch. 
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For instance, the number of times Collin Ampersand masturbated before a Monte Carlo 
biscuit was found lodged in his oesophagus is sixty-seven thousand, nine hundred and fifty 
four. The number of times he lost his keys is one hundred and seventy two (only once were 
they not in his pocket the whole time, which is, I think, a record).  
     The truth is, though, that Collin will stop reading his book almost as soon as he starts. He 
might skim bits of it, trace out arguments here or there, but he will stop reading and he will 
start writing. He will be looking in the words he writes for the same thing everyone looks for 
when they get to my playground. 
     He will be looking for meaning.   
*** 
Yes and if you look for meaning like you would look for lost keys all you are likely to find 
under the couch cushions are the crumbs of other lives you might have lived.  
*** 
Listen: to the vast majority of carbon based life-forms, the death of Collin Ampersand would 
have a ripple effect. It would, in very real terms, cause the velvety and wet voice of Philip 
Belgrave to become the spiritual rail upon which they could hang their morality and speed 
into the dark and distant future. 
     But like any appropriately weighty voice, there will be an equal and opposite counterpoint.  
     That counterpoint will be an illustrated suicide named Holly Vander.  
     Before she becomes an illustrated suicide, however, Holly Vander will be a living teenage 
girl who resides in Apple Burrows, which is in Queensland, Australia. Much of her life, like 
Collin Ampersand’s, happens in Apple Burrows. And as with Collin’s death, Holly Vander’s 
will occur there also. Holly and Collin won’t meet until after she is dead and he is trying his 
best to be God.  
*** 
28 
 
Before Collin Ampersand walked through the beaded curtin into the library, his book gripped 
in his hands, he asked me, ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘you’re omniscient, right? Like, you’ve seen 
everything I’ve ever done?’ 
     I told him I had.  
     ‘When you get to the part about Pete, about how he died, does it…do I look alright?’ 
     ‘That’s up to you,’ I said. ‘You get to decide.’ 
     ‘I’m a martyr, remember.’ 
     ‘You get a pass for whatever you want,’ I said. ‘Even your brother’s death.’ 
     ‘I guess I should get started then.’  
     ‘Whenever you’re ready.’ 
     ‘I have one more question.’ 
     ‘If it’s about Hanna, she doesn’t know you’re dead yet. She will, but she doesn’t know 
right now.’ 
     And then Collin Ampersand did something that any monk of Podiotrism would recognise 
as a form of prayer. He looked at his feet, at the tiny hairs across the knuckles of his toes, and 
he walked through the beaded curtain into the library where there are stories, yes, and where 
the audience is usually less than kind.    
*** 
Once audience member who would not be kind, if she ever had the chance to read the story of 
Collin Ampersand, was Hanna Carlton.  
     She is not an audience to this particular story, though, because she is in it. And in the story 
of Collin Ampersand she plays his long suffering, still very much alive, recent ex-girlfriend. 
     Worse than that, she plays the role of Collin Ampersand’s muse.  
*** 
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Before all that, however, before bedroom murders and electric fountains, before muses and 
libraries, there was once a single sperm among millions and an egg. This is a story about that 
sperm and that egg, as much as it is about anything else.    
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There is more to Collin Ampersand than his death. Not much, but some. He got what little 
significance there was to be had from his parents who loved him the most until his little 
brother came along. Collin’s father, Reginald Ampersand, was a stocky man, a banker, whose 
only concession to fashion was the thickness of the blue or brown or grey stripes on his 
waistcoats, which he buttoned each morning before the sun rose.   
     Collin’s mother, Bethany Ampersand, was a music teacher whose thin fingers were cold in 
the tips and nimble in the joints.   
     ‘He looks like you,’ Bethany said after giving birth to Collin, her cold fingers holding the 
bulbous head of her baby. 
     ‘I hope not,’ Reginald said. 
*** 
The first several years of Collin’s life can be summarised like this: He had the food he needed 
to grow, and if he was sad either his mother or his father would try to make him happy again. 
It wouldn’t be this way for very long. Collin waddled through toddlerhood and into young 
boyhood like a lazy caterpillar, bits of him growing and bits of him not. His chest, for 
instance, stayed dainty. His nose grew around before it grew out. His hands started to take on 
the thinness of his mother’s and he stole height from his father, who didn’t have much to 
spare.  
     The first time Collin felt an emotion that could not be changed by either of his parents was 
in the year 1990. He was eight years old and in grade three. Collin had fashioned throwing 
stars by overlapping paddle-pop sticks into the shape of a pointy hourglass and was throwing 
them into a leafy section of the garden which chased the perimeter of the sports oval at Apple 
Burrows State School. The throwing stars would break into pieces wherever they landed.  
     That was part of the fun. 
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     On his hands and knees, grabbing the pieces of his hourglass among the leaves and mulch, 
Collin heard a boy behind him. 
     ‘Hey, Collin,’ the boy said, ‘how come your brother’s retarded but you’re not?’ 
*** 
Here is a fact about having a brain that runs on electricity: living human beings often find the 
greatest questions they can’t answer are posed by bullies with sour breath. 
     The answer to the greatest questions, by the way, is Me.   
*** 
‘My brother’s not retarded,’ Collin said still on the ground.  
     ‘Nah, my dad says he goes to a different school because he’s retarded. What kind of 
retarded is he?’  
     Collin backed out of the garden carefully, trying not to drag his knees across any twigs 
that might break the skin. Standing upright, a fist full of paddle-pop sticks in his hand, Collin 
brushed some dirt from his knees and looked at his inquisitor. It was Bobby Johnson, a 
freckled little red-headed boy with a gap between his teeth and the tight eyelids of a sickly cat. 
     ‘Does he shit and drool and all that stuff?’ 
     ‘Peter’s not retarded,’ Collin said again. 
     ‘Yeah he is. My dad said so. Probably you are too, except your mum has sleep overs with 
the principal so you get to go here and pretend to not be retarded.’ 
     Collin forgot about the paddle pop sticks in his hand, tightened his fingers around them, 
and pushed his fist into the chest of Bobby Johnson. 
     Bobby Johnson stumbled backwards, but regained his balance enough to unevenly charge 
forward and bust Collin’s lip with his own fist. Collin tasted his own blood for the first time, 
and the boys fell backwards, Bobby on top. 
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     When they landed there was a very light snapping sound, and then Collin wasn’t allowed 
to attend that school anymore. 
***     
The soft snapping noise Collin heard when he fell to the ground with Bobby Johnson was the 
exact sound made by a paddle pop stick bending beyond its durability and snapping off in the 
chest of a small red-headed boy with a gap between his teeth.  
*** 
Colin was expelled for stabbing the bully. 
***  
Partly as a response to the expulsion, and partly to proffer to alternative schools as evidence 
of empathy and regret, Collin’s father made him write an essay about the value of human life. 
He made Collin write it on the kitchen table. Whenever Collin got up to get a drink or go to 
the bathroom, his dad would say, ‘How many words?’ 
And Collin would say, ‘Getting there.’  
     The family ate lunch around him.  
     ‘You’ll need to do a good copy,’ Collin’s mother said. ‘If you want to make it proper.’ 
     ‘They didn’t spend enough time on penmanship at your school,’ Collin’s father said. ‘Not 
like Peter. He’s got beautiful handwriting.’ 
     ‘I’ve                                                Peter said.  
               got                 handwriting,’            
                      beautiful  
Peter was in his underwear and a t-shirt, haphazardly scooping forkfuls of mashed potatoes 
into his mouth. 
     ‘I know more words, though.’ Collin said. ‘Peter’s only just started to write letters.’ 
     ‘Maybe they should have spent more time teaching you to do letters and less time teaching 
you words,’ Collin’s father said.    
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     ‘I know  
                  words,’ Peter said.  
 
                ‘I kn         piano and elep         
                         ow                            phant and                                 and house and school.’ 
                                                                              apple and the and too  
     ‘I’m going to the bathroom,’ Collin said. 
     ‘How many words?’ 
     ‘Getting there.’  
*** 
That’s it. That’s as far as Collin read before he decided to pack up and look for some 
meaning in words of his own.  
*** 
Here are some words Collin Ampersand wrote when he was eight years old: 
 
The value of a single human life 
By  
Collin Ampersand, Aged 8. 
 
My dad’s making me write a big report on how much a human life is worth because I 
accidentally stabbed a boy in my class with a paddlepop stick and it was definitely an 
accident because I had about five padlepop sticks in my hand and if I was doing it on 
purpose I could have stabbed him five times but I didn’t so I’m innocent but I still 
have to write this anyway because dad said so.  
     My brother’s name is Peter and he was born with something wrong with his brain 
but not all of it just the squishy bit at the front that makes him talk. He is six years old 
and goes to special school for people with something wrong in the squishy bits of 
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their brains. The doctor told me that all of the brain is a squishy bit but I think Peter’s 
bit is more squishy than the rest of his brain because it doesn’t work properly. 
     The job it’s supposed to do is make his volume the right one when he’s talking 
and it makes the gaps in between the words he says longer or shorter than they 
should be. Other than that mum says Peter is okeydokey.  
     He is two years younger than I am so it’s my job to make sure he’s got an ok life. 
     Dad says I haven’t answered the question yet and that it’s a serious question so I 
should think about it or he’ll make me think about it besides so now I’ll talk about how 
much a human life costs.  
     When Peter was born mum and dad had to pay for the hospital but I don’t know 
how much it cost but I know they were fighting about it and because dad said mum 
got sad when Peter was born. That is before they knew the squishy bit of his brain 
was broken. I think the hospital cost about $10 and that’s a lot of money for 
something you grew yourself but if mum and dad had known his brain was extra 
squishy they might have even gotten a deal so I’ll say $8.50 for a start then. Since 
Peter was the reason I broke my paddlepop stick I’ll use him as an example of how 
much a human life costs. I should add the cost of a paddlepop stick too so that 
makes it about $9 so far. Then there is food but it’s hard to say because Peter’s on a 
special diet because of the way he talks and mum says he has to eat a lot of grains. 
Grains must be good for volume. Probably about $5 a week if you were going to just 
buy some nuts and some bread. Peter is six times five dollars a week which is about 
$100 plus a present for birthdays and Christmas add another 5 dollars a year and 
that’s $110 dollars. That’s about how much Peter is worth.  
     Dad said he didn’t mean money he meant guessing at all the good and bad things 
a person might do in their whole lifetime which isn’t a numbers problem which makes 
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this assignment pointless because no way I can guess all the things Peter will do 
with his life in this assignment. 
     Dad says I’m thinking like a numbers problem again. 
     I asked Peter and he said he wanted to be a truck driver and People need lots of 
things that trucks bring so I think the value of his life is very high.  
     I don’t know what I want to do when I grow up. 
*** 
Collin would know soon enough what he wanted to be when he grew up, but he would have 
to settle for being a librarian.    
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I never had the choice to become a librarian, let alone the opportunity to settle for becoming 
one. Instead, I created the universe. The reason I created the universe is because I was very 
literally infinitely bored. So I kicked a particle, as hard as I could, and hey presto the 
universe was my big sagging mattress to jump on.  
     Eventually all the textures on all the planets were boring as well, so I taught a cell to split. 
And then it did it again. And again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 
again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again  
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My brother Pete, who I gabbed about at the start of these 
amendments, he had little damage of the noggin. Just a touch. 
It was the doctor’s fault, when Pete was born. Pete was 
knotted up inside Mum and the doc had to clamp something 
around Pete’s head to turn him over and yank him out. 
     Doctor butter fingers’ clamp pushed into Pete’s brain, 
pushed right between the unfused bones of his baby head. 
     Pete talked loud sometimes because of it and fast. 
Couldn’t control his volume. His words’d run into each other 
like they were having a race. 
     He was happy but. Mostly. I don’t know. He could think 
his way out of most paper bags, Pete could. Could talk the 
devil into dancing, if only he’d do it loud.  
     He couldn’t think or talk or swim his way out of drowning, 
though. Couldn’t jam his teeth against air and grief for long 
enough. So his lungs filled with creek water and he became 
electric too I guess.  
     He was missing his fingers by then. Not all of em, just 
three from his right hand. Lost em when he was a kid.  
     Before he drowned we had ourselves a little palaver, Pete 
and me, like I was the devil and he wanted to dance. He told 
me the thing that made me want to be a martyr for all the 
little boys and girls. 
     ‘I forgive you,’ he said.  
     And I’ve never forgiven him for saying that. 
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and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again 
and again and again etc.  
*** 
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 And then there were people. 
*** 
 The good thing about populating a planet with people is that they are always fighting and 
making up. A war here, a peace treaty there. All the way up through human evolution people 
have hit and scratched and then shared their warmth. Sharing warmth is another way of 
hiding your wang in somebody’s orifice. It was because Reginald and Bethany Ampersand 
shared their warmth that they created Collin, and then Peter Ampersand. When Peter was 
born, he was curled up like a kitten inside of his mother when it was time to be born. The 
problem with that was he needed to be more like a baby. 
     The instrument the doctor used to make Peter’s speech go funny is usually called forceps. 
Some people call them salad tongs. There is a crucial difference between forceps and salad 
tongs, and that difference is found in the amount of associated vaginal tearing.  
     While Bethany’s vagina was healing, she held Peter in her cold tipped fingers, and said, 
‘He looks like you, Reg.’ 
     ‘I hope not,’ Reginald Ampersand said. 
     ‘There’s a dent in his head,’ Collin Ampersand said. 
     ‘He’s perfect,’ Collin’s mother said. Then handed Peter to Collin’s father and rolled over 
in the hospital bed. 
     ‘Come on, Coll, we’ll drop Peter off in the nursery on our way out. Let your mum get 
some rest.’ 
     When Bethany heard that, she wished she could drop Peter off on her way out to anywhere 
and not come back because – and this happens sometimes when human beings create their 
own human beings – everything became ugly and she thought nothing would be beautiful 
again.  
*** 
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One human being who had never created her own human beings, and as such was sometimes 
sad for a completely different reason, was Mrs Hobson. She was sad because she found the 
majority of people, often the older ones with wangs, acted like tiny humans.     
     ‘Belgrave, you’re a right mess,’ she said, placing a cup of black tea and a biscuit on 
Belgrave’s bedside table. ‘I switched out the Monte Carlos. Didn’t reckon they’d be 
appropriate for an afternoon cuppa at the minute.’ 
     ‘Mrs Hobson,’ Belgrave said, ‘I wouldn’t think any biscuit is at all appropriate given their 
tangential relation to the instrument of death that operated in this very room not a week ago.’  
     Belgrave was lying about the biscuits, of course, because he was the instrument of death. 
     After he lied, he ate the biscuit in one bite. 
     Then he sipped at his tea. 
     This pleased Mrs Hobson, who for the last several months had been dissolving protein 
powder in Belgrave’s drinks. The thing about protein powder is that it helps muscle grow. 
But that’s only if you move around a lot and lift heavy things all the time. If you don’t move 
very often, and don’t lift heavy things a lot, then protein powder does something else. It 
makes you grow fat on your bones. Belgrave had gained twelve kilos since Mrs Hobson had 
started dissolving protein powder in his tea.  
     On Belgrave, twelve extra kilos were practically invisible. On Belgrave’s heart, though, 
those extra kilos were like adding bricks to a suitcase, already full of boulders.    
     ‘You’ve hardly moved since all the paramedics left. You want me to wash those sheets 
you’ll have to get up. I’m too old to roll you.’ 
     ‘You’re too old to do a lot of things. Rolling a husky gentleman should be the least of the 
deficits I would be concerned about if I was in your position.’  
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     ‘You can moan all you like, I’m getting me sheets and I’m given you clean ones. Go sit on 
the dunny if you don’t want to be on your legs. Or go down to the garage and paint 
something.’ 
     Belgrave rolled onto his stomach, and pushed his legs off the bed. He used his arms to 
push himself off the mattress and his feet found purchase on the floor, allowing him to lever 
himself upright in sweaty, jerky movements.  
     ‘You should get out more, instead a just looking out them windows. Go draw a picture in a 
park.’ 
     Belgrave didn’t say anything. Blood coloured in his face. His hair sprung up from his 
scalp at the back. It was thin on top, and slicked to his head with sweat. He grunted again. 
     ‘Go on, git,’ Mrs Hobson said. 
     Belgrave remained silent and with some effort pulled himself into a standing position, 
wobbled in different directions all at once like layers of a wedding cake on the back of a truck, 
then shuffled slowly to the small bathroom at the side of the room. He slammed the lid shut, 
and sat as slowly as he could until his knees couldn’t support the weight of his body, and he 
slammed into a sitting position. There was a loud crack. 
     ‘Christ, you haven’t broken another loo seat have ya?’ Mrs Hobson yelled. 
     ‘It’s…entirely…,’ Belgrave said, not yet having the lung capacity to finish a sentence. 
     ‘Just spit it out Mr Belgrave. Don’t need to make yer sentence a longin, I don’t understand 
half the words ya say when yer take ya time.’ 
    ‘Too…early…to…,’ Belgrave said. He wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his pyjama 
shirt, a dirty, torn thing. ‘…To…tell.’ He said.  
     Resting in the sink, which wasn’t white and wasn’t yellow but some in-between colour 
that comes into existence through the usual application of moisture and the neglected 
application of cleaning fluid, was Philip Belgrave’s laptop. It had been there since the last 
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time he used it. Belgrave didn’t have a desk in his room, or a chair. He did his drawing in bed, 
his painting in the studio, and his writing on the toilet.  
     Belgrave took the laptop from the sink, using his shirt to wipe some beads of water from 
the side, and opened it. The noise he programmed it to make whenever he turned it on was 
the sound of a scythe slicing through the air.  
     In reality it was the sound of a fork scraping against a whetstone. 
     ‘I’ll bring some clean sheets up in a minute,’ Mrs Hobson said from the bedroom. 
Belgrave had not closed the bathroom door, and she could see his kneecaps, and his belly 
curving outwards from behind the door frame. His laptop was awkwardly riding his knees, 
the angle obtuse.  
     ‘You gunna be on yer computer for long?’ 
     ‘For as long as is necessary to inform the public of the recent tragedy that has begun to 
stain this fine house of creativity and insight,’ Belgrave said. 
     ‘So at least a quarter hour then. That’ll gimmy enough time to find the summer sheets. 
You otta sleep with the window open, you know you sweat in the night.’ 
     ‘I’m afraid an open window won’t be a match for my nefarious gland, Mrs Hobson. If the 
finest medicines won’t quiet the defective little mite, I doubt a breeze would be effective.’ 
     ‘Might be effective against the smell seeping into me lounge room.’ 
     ‘Good after noon, Mrs Hobson.’ 
     ‘Be back,’ she said. ‘If you broke the seat, you better have broken it good cause yer not 
getting a new one till it’s broken enough to fit in yer pockets.’  
     ‘But Mrs Hobson,’ Belgrave said, ‘my pockets are full of love letters, and they’re all 
addressed to you.’ 
     ‘Flush em,’ Mrs Hobson said. Then closed the bedroom door and thumped slowly down 
the stairs.   
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*** 
Belgrave opened his blog. There were no new comments and no new page views. He had 
already started composing his next series of posts in his head. They were going to be about 
Collin Ampersand alright.    
     The first line was this: Artists, it is time to rise. 
*** 
Belgrave’s blog didn’t have many views at all, to tell the truth. The small amount of fame 
that Belgrave had was not because of his artistic talent, but because of his appraisal of the 
talent in others. Belgrave had picked fights with almost every working artist of note in 
Australia.  
     E-mail was his preferred method for specific attacks, but his blog was used for general and 
periodic appraisals of the Australian art landscape in general.  
     Belgrave had not hung a single painting or submitted a single picture anywhere since 
university. No gallery would take him. No artist would reply.  
     That will soon change, as http://theartistbelgrave.weebly.com/ will become the last 
shimmering light on planet Earth, just as the stars begin to blink out.  
  *** 
Belgrave’s computer made a sound. 
     It was an e-mail from Hanna Carlton. The subject line was: What happened? 
*** 
There are a lot of genetic and environmental factors that get all mixed up inside bags of 
electric meat to make them the kind of person they are. In Hanna Carlton, those things all 
blended together to make her a librarian – head librarian, in fact, at the same library where 
Collin Ampersand worked.  
     As well as being his ex-girlfriend and muse, Hanna Carlton was also Collin’s boss.   
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     Hanna was the kind of librarian who didn’t hush patrons when they spoke too loudly, and 
usually gave people the benefit of the doubt when they returned their late books with excuses 
about dead relatives or water damage.  
     She had a kind of steel inside her, too, more so than anyone else in this story.   
*** 
Steel is an excellent conductor.  
*** 
Yes and any monk of Podiatrism will tell you that we are nothing if not the obstacles we’ve 
walked through. If this is true, and I have a feeling it may well be, then Hanna Carlton looked 
like this:  
 
*** 
Of course that is a static representation averaged out over decades. A photograph of 
Christmas morning when the presents are still wrapped. To really understand these obstacles, 
and thus understand Hanna herself, we need to add another element. The element I am talking 
about is time. 
Obstacles Hanna Carlton Has Walked 
Through And Their Relative Impact  
Being Collin Ampersand's Muse
Loving Peter Ampersand
Childhood stuttering
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*** 
If Hanna Carlton were a graph instead of a librarian, we could label her X-axis with 
important events. Not necessarily the ones most important to her. Not her first steps for 
instance, or graduations or any other achievements.  
     No. 
     If Hanna Carlton was a graph, we could label her X-axis like a podiatrist would, and list 
the events that were directly linked to the obstacles she’d walked through.  
     And the Y-axis, that cheeky vertical slash, why we could use it to count difficulty! If Zero 
is no difficulty whatsoever and six is Sisyphus with his boulder then Hanna Carlton looked 
like this:    
 
*** 
That graph says: Hanna Carlton loved Peter despite dating Collin. If she were asked about it 
she wouldn’t have been able to articulate that fact until after Peter Ampersand was in the 
river, and then in the ground. It was at that point, too – when Peter drowned – that Hanna 
Carlton realised something about herself, but that comes later.    
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     That graph says: Hanna Carlton had stuttered as a child. It presented at age three and 
sounded like a record skipping. She beat her stutter by first singing a little, and then by 
singing a lot. She taught her tongue rhythm through showing it melody and any podiatrist will 
tell you it’s the same with feet. But that stutter wasn’t as beat as it used to be.  
     That graph says: Hanna Carlton didn’t want to be anybody’s muse, graph, or chart. That 
graph says that Hanna Carlton wanted to be Hanna Carlton. 
*** 
Yes and she was in the Apple Burrows Library when she found out about Collin’s death, 
sitting at the checkout counter. Her chocolate blouse was buttoned to her neck, her wide hips 
hidden under a long grey skirt. If Collin Ampersand was anything other than electricity, he 
would have been there too – like he had every week day and every third Saturday for the last 
five years.  
     But he was not. In his place was a detective who was famous for photocopying unofficial 
reports and handing them out to uniformed and plainclothes officers of the law so they could 
read them and say to him, ‘Good god, this really happened?’ and he’d say, ‘Every word, give 
or take an expletive.’ 
     To Hanna Carlton he said, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ 
     ‘Did this…is this…um, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say,’ she said. 
     ‘Not that it helps, Miss Carlton, but you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to. 
I’m not asking you any questions, just delivering some very bad news.’  
*** 
The last time Hanna delivered bad news she’d stuttered badly, something she hadn’t done for 
a long time. It was in a park. Near a bridge with the names of lovers carved into the railing.  
They were on a picnic blanket, Hanna and Collin, a scratchy one, and her legs itched.  
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     She broke up with him slowly, carefully, after reading a poem Collin had written. About 
half way through the break up, Collin knocked a half full bottle of wine over and it rolled 
away from him until gravity caught it and sent it down the nearby embankment.  
     Later on in this story Hanna Carlton will sleep under that bridge, will drink from that same 
bottle.   
     There is no lesson in that scenario. It’s just the way it turned out. 
*** 
Collin’s poem started like this: 
In the beginning there was nothing 
then there was something 
and what the hell are we supposed to with that? 
*** 
If there is a lesson in that scenario it is this: poetry does many things but magic is not one of 
them. It won’t challenge gravity or set alight the brain chemicals some people call love. It 
cannot explain the creation of a universe. Or make picnic blankets unitchy. But if you are 
slow, if you are careful, it can make a hard talk – a necessary talk – beautiful. And if there is 
any real poetry in the world, it is the way Hanna Carlton broke the brain chemicals of Collin 
Ampersand. 
*** 
 As for the detective, whose name was Munch, his shoes squeaked a little as he walked across 
the grey government carpet and out of the Apple Burrows Library. When the automatic doors 
had resealed, hissed themselves quietly closed, Hanna stood from the checkout desk and went 
hunting down the aisles, her sensible shoes carrying her past books and books and books.  
     She was looking for someone, anyone, because grief is chemical too, and that chemical 
made Hanna Carlton want to ask a question.  
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     She came across a young girl, sixteen or seventeen she thought, looking through the 
science-fiction section. The girl’s fringe hung over her eyes, and her thin elbows were drawn 
to her ribs. 
     ‘Do you need any help?’ Hanna asked, although that was not the question she was looking 
for. 
     ‘No,’ the girl said, ‘I’m fine.’ 
     ‘Yes, of course. You’re fine. Yes,’ Hanna said. And then her sensible shoes carried her 
right back to the checkout desk, where the computer was, and she found the question she 
wanted to ask not with her feet, as a podiatrist would, but with her fingers, as any Hanna 
Carlton would.       
 
            
*** 
 
 
 
 
51 
 
 
52 
 
*** 
About the girl Hanna found looking through the science-fiction books: she was seventeen, not 
sixteen. And she knew about hyperbole too. And metaphors and similes and onomatopoeia 
and so on. She knew all about figurative language and the brain chemicals it sometimes tries 
to set alight. One of the things she knew is the opposite of hyperbole, which is litotes.  
     A good example of litotes is when she said to Hanna Carlton, ‘No, I’m fine.’ It’s a good 
example because the girl was not fine, not fine at all, was dramatically downplaying how not 
fine she was. 
     That girl’s name was Holly Vander and in three days she would kill herself.       
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Listen: it’s a very mundane thing to decide to be a poet. But to wish other people to call you a 
poet – that’s just plain old masochism.  
     I wrote one of my books about a famous electric meat bag who died in 1964, an American, 
whose name was Frost. He looks like this: 
 
Usually when I write my books I don’t have anything else to say, it’s all inside of the pages 
and anything needing to be done after that I leave up to whoever the book is about. But 
sometimes, like with Collin, and like with Frost, there is a randomness that bears down on 
them and their response is interesting to me, not joyful exactly, but interesting.   
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     So I asked Frost, ‘Hey,’ I said, ‘I dish out a lot of bad stuff up here. Not directly, not 
specifically, but bad stuff happens to everyone. But you! Your father died of TB when you 
were eleven. Your mother died of cancer five years later. You had to put your sister in a crazy 
house. Of your six children, one died of cholera, one killed themselves, one died of fever, and 
one just up and died a couple of days after birth. And to add some streamers to the whole 
burial party, your wife died of breast cancer thirty years before you kicked the bucket. They 
all read their books and none of them could tell me so I’m asking you, why the hell didn’t 
you end it all earlier!’ 
     ‘After all that misery,’ Frost said, ‘I about had poetry licked.’           
*** 
When people called Collin Ampersand a poet, it was because he deserved it.   
     When he was twelve years old, and had been attending a private primary school since 
getting kicked out of Apple Burrows State School for stabbing a bully with a paddlepop stick, 
his grade seven teacher, Mr Welsh, asked him a question about adjectives.  
     ‘How would you describe one?’ he asked.  
     The question was directed at the entire class of twenty-one students, the boys in long 
slacks and blue dress shirts, the girls in dark blue skirts and small ties cresting from their 
neckline, but Collin was the only one to raise his hand. 
     ‘Describing words,’ he said.  
     Mr Welsh, who had a thick grey hair brushed for a moustache, slapped the desk he was 
standing behind, came out from behind it, and leaned over Collin’s desk in the front row, 
spreading his fingers out like fans. 
     ‘That’s a definition boy,’ he said, ‘I asked for a description.’ 
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     Perhaps because he was a man who appeared dangerous to  twelve year old students, or 
perhaps because no one know exactly what he was getting at, the class remained well dressed, 
but silent.  
     ‘I’ll tell you this,’ Mr Welsh said. ‘You don’t need them. They’re just window dressing. 
They don’t change a single thing about the nature of the object or the subject they are 
describing. I’ll tell you what else,’ he continued, ‘sometimes windows need dressing.’  
     Then he made them all write a poem about windows and the kinds of people who dress 
them. Collin’s poem was so god-awful that Mr Welsh felt guilty about making him the centre 
of attention when Collin read it aloud, and lied to the boy. ‘That was a good poem,’ he said, 
‘You’re a real poet.’  
*** 
For the next twenty-three years, people would lie to Collin Ampersand about how good his 
poetry was. Even people who didn’t like him very much would say things like, ‘You hit the 
mark on that one. You’re a real poet.’ 
     The reason people lied about how good Collin’s poetry was – and here is where human 
beings sometimes make a mistake in their thinking – they thought if you let someone do 
something they love for long enough, eventually they will grow to hate it. 
*** 
The mistake human beings make is thinking they would grow to hate doing terrible things. 
*** 
Here is what Collin wrote about window dressing: 
 
There was some glass, it didn’t have any colour. 
Whenever people looked through it,  
They saw they were looking at each other. 
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*** 
One person who read their book in Heaven was a glassblower by trade and he had an 
interesting thing to say about his book, which was one hundred percent accurate. His name 
was Gregory Dune, but people back on Earth called him Chilli. He got his nickname because 
he was the only person in town who could eat the Burning Orphanage, which was a gimmick 
hamburger served at a café in the main street of Apple Burrows. The Burning Orphanage was 
smothered in different kinds of chilli sauces. No one burger was exactly the same, except in 
that they were all spitefully hot. The way it usually ended was someone curled up in the 
foetal position in their shower, cramping and cursing the grim son-of-a-bitch that talked him 
into trying it.  
     A sign bluetacked to the edge of the café counter said this:  
     Eat it all, and you eat for free, but do so at your own risk.  
     The secret, Gregory said, to eating the burger is to chew quickly, and cry, cry, cry. 
 *** 
Like Collin Ampersand, Gregory Dune decided he wanted to die for something he believed in. 
The thing Gregory Dune believed in was that he shouldn’t be a living, breathing, human 
being anymore. 
     After borrowing some shotgun shells from his friend and hunting partner, a man named 
Stephen Munch – the father of the detective who would grow up to photocopy phony reports 
of true crimes – Gregory Dune drove his Holden Utility Truck onto the edge of town, 
wrapped himself and his shotgun into a sleeping bag on the front seat, turned the hazard 
lights on, and shot himself in the stomach.  
     ‘So you can have an open casket funeral,’ his suicide note said.  
     The sleeping bag was supposed to keep Gregory Dune’s insides from spilling out all over 
the place, ‘so you can sell the ute,’ his suicide note said.  
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Thing one is I didn’t top myself. I’m no suicide. I’m a merry 
little martyr for all the boys and girls. A poet with a list I 
should get on with describing.  
     I’d heard about Chilli. News in my small town wasn’t news 
unless you heard it at the fish and chip shop. It was Pete who 
told me about it. He must have been about eleven. Said he 
heard word about a man shot himself just out of town.  
     ‘He shot his feet off,’ Pete told me. ‘So he couldn’t 
back out and walk home.’ 
     I told him I didn’t know thing one about it. Said he must 
have been sad.  
     ‘If I’m ever sad,’ Pete said, ‘I’ll get some ice-cream 
instead of shooting myself.’ 
     ‘Might not work every time,’ I told him, and I told him 
true.  
     ‘Would if it was a different flavour every time.’ 
     ‘I don’t think I could kill myself either,’ I said. 
     And I didn’t. It was Phil who done me in, on account of I 
asked him to. A favour it was. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
59 
 
     As it was, though, the blast from the shotgun made Gregory jerk up against his seat, 
twisting the sleeping bag around him like a big blue bandage.  
     When his son, whose name was Craig, but who everyone called Little Chilli, read the note 
Gregory had left, he rode his bike to the edge of town to see if his father was as good as his 
word. Gregory was not yet the corpse of Gregory Dune when Craig found him. He was 
unconscious. His eyes were shut and his mouth open.  
     Knowing his father to be a practical man, but not understanding the purpose of the 
sleeping bag, Craig unzipped it after slapping his father across the face failed to wake him. 
     The insides of Gregory Dune went all over the place.  
     One place the insides went was all over Craig Dune.  
     When Gregory was in Heaven, and reading his book with his legs up on the footrest in the 
library, his insides not corporeal enough to be any place but back on Earth all over his son, he 
said this: ‘The secret to reading one of your books is the same as eating the hottest burgers on 
the planet. Chew quickly, and cry, cry, cry.’ And then, ‘Think I should go to the other place?’ 
     ‘If that’s what you think’s best,’ I said. 
*** 
Hanna Carlton was one of the people who told Collin Ampersand his poetry was good even 
though it wasn’t. The first time she said this to Collin was in university, six months after he’d 
been arrested for indecent exposure. She was sitting in the small audience of the guild bar, 
watching student poets read their work aloud.  
     The theme of the evening was the colour red. One student read a poem about the inside of 
watermelons. He didn’t mention the seeds. 
     Collin was waiting for his name to be called and had some of his poetry written in pen on 
lined paper that was a little crumpled from being his pocket.  
     ‘Excuse me,’ Collin said to Hanna, ‘do you have a pen?’ 
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      The chairs were the durable metal kind, with rubber tipped feet so not to scratch the floor. 
The lights were down, and Colin’s face was muted, but there was enough light for him to see 
the shape Hanna Carlton made sitting in her chair with her legs crossed at the knees, and the 
hem of her dress hanging over her ankles.  
     ‘It’s a little late to redraft, don’t you think?’ Hanna said. 
     ‘Better now than up there,’ Collin said, pointing to the stage. A short man wearing a 
crumpled t-shirt and a pork-pie hat was reading a list of things that rhymed with dishwasher, 
making a good show of contorting the rules of pronunciation to do so.  
     ‘I just want to change one word,’ Collin said. 
     ‘Fish Mosher,’ the short man said. 
     ‘Can’t you just remember it?’ 
     ‘Pish slosher.’ 
     ‘I’d probably forget it,’ Collin said. 
     ‘Miss Flopper.’  
     ‘It’s rude to talk during a reading.’ 
     ‘Lip Flosser.’ 
     ‘He’s not reading,’ Collin said. ‘He’s making it up as he goes. Last week he rhymed the 
word candle stick.’ 
     ‘Diss crossbar.’ 
     ‘Is it honestly so hard to remember one word?’ 
     ‘It’s just…’ 
The lights came on then, and the short man looked surprised, like he somehow harnessed 
unforetold power by accidentally stumbling onto an ancient light switch incantation.  
     ‘Sorry,’ he said, and then, ‘Piss chopper.’ 
     That’s when the fire alarm started.  
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     Then the sprinklers 
*** 
 
*** 
The short man in the guild bar who was rhyming words with dishwasher took his hat off and 
stuffed it under his shirt so the water wouldn’t ruin its shape.   
     ‘I’d still like that pen,’ Collin said.  
     The crowd were slow to act, looking at the ceiling, then at each other. The man, who was 
now just short, and perhaps that’s why he wore his hat in the first place, made his way off 
stage and people started following him out the door. There wasn’t much yelling. The whoop-
whooping of the alarm made all kinds of dents in the conversation a person might have if it 
wasn’t raining inside.   
     Hanna Carlton’s hair dripped down her cheeks as she stood to leave, and Collin stood with 
her, speaking to her back. 
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     ‘I really want that pen,’ he said. His glasses, which in university were thick rimmed, were 
hard to see out of because of the sprinklers, and he wiped at them without taking them from 
his face.  
     ‘Outside,’ she said. ‘If it’s that important.’ 
     ‘It could be the most important thing I’ve ever written,’ he said. 
*** 
Waiting in the corridor, around the corner from the internal entrance to the guild bar, Philip 
Belgrave stood with his hands in his pockets. His girth, not yet truly magnificent, was stalled 
in post-pubescent rotundness that still required his pants to be tailored and his shirts to be 
changed frequently. Behind him, on the wall, was the fire alarm he had just activated. He was 
out of breath and he was thirsty. 
*** 
Leaving the scene of his crime, he parted the crowd flowing from the guild bar like fitted 
sheets being pulled from his dirty mattress, finding ground only after forcing it. The short 
man, his hat now in his hands being worked back into shape, bounced gently off Belgrave.  
     ‘Slubberdegullion,’ Belgrave said. 
*** 
I uncreated dictionaries up here in Heaven fifty years ago because people kept wanting to 
correct my spelling. But I can tell you what a slubberdegullion is.  
     It’s someone exactly like Philip Belgrave.     
*** 
Hanna Carlton and Collin Ampersand were lagging behind the crowd. Mainly because Collin 
grabbed Hanna by the shoulder gently, the sprinkler sprinkling, the alarm whoop-whooping, 
to say, ‘I’d rather that pen now, if you have it.’  
     ‘God,’ Hanna said, ‘fine,’ and slipped her hand into her purse, trying to not let the water in. 
63 
 
     ‘Get out of the way!’ Belgrave said, pushing his way past the last stragglers. ‘Don’t you 
know there’s a fire in the building? You could be burned to death. Move like your life 
depends on it, and the lives of your grandchildren, because they very well might.’ He 
wobbled and pushed his way to some vacated tables.  
     ‘Here,’ Hanna said, handing a biro to Collin. 
     ‘Wait,’ Collin said, wrapping his fingers around Hanna’s, her pen still in her grip. ‘I think 
we’re about to see something beautiful.’   
*** 
Seventeen years after Belgrave set off a university fire alarm, the clean sheets Mrs Hobson 
had been so insistent about putting on his bed were now, after only a short time, stained with 
chocolate crumbs that had fallen from Belgrave’s lips, and melted at his sides.  
     To Hanna Carlton, Belgrave looked like a rodent, like he was the victim of a gentle sinus 
implosion. But Belgrave was no victim. Not in any sense of the word.    
     ‘I’m here,’ she said. Around her sensible shoes, Belgrave’s drawings remained. Scattered 
sketches, or in some cases roughs for larger paintings to be redone on canvas in the studio 
downstairs. She nudged a single drawing forward with her foot, looked at the curled up 
corner of the paper for a moment, drawing her eyes away from Belgrave in his bed, one of his 
feet sticking out from under his blanket. She shivered. ‘Philip,’ she said, ‘what happened?’   
     Belgrave smoothed the button line of his pyjama shirt with his fingers, moved the blanket 
up his body a little. ‘Choked on a biscuit,’ he said. ‘It could happen to the best of us. But 
that’s not why you’re here. It’s the words you’re here for. Collin’s last. And they are 
important, dear. More important than you know.’   
     Hanna didn’t know what to do with her hands. She was wearing a long grey dress, angular 
at the shoulders, and her arms stayed by her side trying to keep her fingers from rising to her 
face or her hips or anywhere else. ‘I never liked you,’ she said.  
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     ‘I like you,’ Philip said.  
     ‘No you don’t.’ 
     ‘Well, regardless of your perspective I made a promise, Hanna, that I would deliver a 
message. I am man of my word.’ 
     ‘You’re a child. A spoilt one. Your hand’s too big for the cookie jar, so you smash it to 
pieces and chew on the wreckage.’ 
     ‘I understand your grief. I grieve too, Hanna, endlessly. With every synapse and every cell. 
It is the curse of an artist to grieve so. But I will not permit you to convey to me in this way. 
Think of how Collin would feel!’ 
     ‘I know how Collin feels,’ she said. And her hands, they were by her side still, motionless 
despite the urge growing in them to wrap themselves around Belgrave’s throat.   
     ‘You simply do not. You do not know how Collin feels because it was not you who he 
spoke to in the dying throws of the last night of his existence. It was you he spoke of, yes I’ll 
admit that, of you he spoke at length, but it was into my ear which he spoke. Do not pretend 
you are innocent in all of this. Accident or no, you are not innocent.’ 
     ‘You’re a bastard.’ 
     ‘Do not mistake my reclined position for a weak spine, dear Hanna.’   
     Hanna jumped then.  
     Once.  
     Straight up.  
     And when she landed she brought her shoes down as hard as she could, screwing them 
sideways at the last minute. Then she jumped again, some of Philip’s drawings tearing under 
her heal. And then again, feet all violence and gravity, moving like a piston around the room, 
revealing slashes of blue carpet in her destructive dance, doing what she could to Philip’s art. 
     And then Mrs Hobson started at the ceiling with her broom. 
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     ‘Belgrave,’ she yelled, ‘Beeelllgrave!’ 
*** 
Seventeen years before that, in the guild bar where it was raining inside, Hanna Carlton’s 
fingers were between Collin Ampersands, the two of them the only ones left to watch as 
Philip Belgrave seated himself at a table in the back of the room where drinkers had left a 
basket of wedges and three half-drunk glasses of beer.  
     ‘What’s he doing?’ Hanna asked Collin.  
     ‘I think,’ Collin said, ‘…I think he’s going to have dinner.’  
     Hanna’s fingers fell from Collin’s, her pen staying behind, as Belgrave started lifting 
soggy wedges to his lips, pushing them into his mouth almost faster than he could chew them. 
When he finished the basket, he drank from one of the beer glasses, drained it, and took one 
of the others with him to the next table, which had three slices of pizza left on the serving tray 
in the centre of the table. Philip put the three slices on top of each other, making a pizza 
sandwich.  
     ‘Thanks for the pen,’ Collin said. Hanna looked from Belgrave, who had rolled the pizza 
sandwich into a tube and was biting his way through the mess with a smile as big as the room, 
to watch Collin write something on the crumpled piece of paper. He was using his hand as a 
prop, the paper sticking to the contours of his palms as he gently rolled the pen across a 
single word, putting a line through the smeared letters. Then, in staggered strokes, trying to 
form whole letters from disconnected lines made by the pen on the wet paper, Collin wrote in 
small script above his correction a new word.  
     It was made up of four letters.  
     ‘Here,’ he said, handing the pen back to Hanna. He looked at his poem, folded the paper, 
put it back into his pocket, and walked away from Hanna Carlton, away from the exit, and 
towards the stage, squelching through puddles forming on the floor. Belgrave was onto his 
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third table, digging at a plate of nachos, the water and oil refusing to mix as Philip’s stubby 
fingers made his own puddles on the table. 
     ‘What are you doing?’ Hanna said. 
     ‘A recital,’ Collin said.  
     ‘Bravo,’ Belgrave said, swallowing some nachos, a cheese bridge falling from his face to 
the table, still attached at one end to the plate. ‘Proceed, poet, proceed!’  
     ‘This poem,’ Collin said, ‘is about an ant.’  
     He didn’t use the microphone.   
     ‘I see him sometimes on my kitchen windowsill. I’m not sure if it’s the same ant every 
time, but I only ever see one, so I think it might be. The poem is called “Brother, The Fool”.’ 
*** 
The noise of Mrs Hobson banging her stick on the ceiling was overpowered by Hanna 
Carlton’s shoes. Belgrave was curled, as much as a man like him could curl, at the head of his 
bed. He held his blanket in front of his face. An M&M came loose from its folds and rolled 
down Belgrave’s stomach.  
     ‘Belgrave, are you falling on someone again?’ Mrs Hobson’s said through the floor. 
     ‘Hanna!’ Belgrave said. ‘I understand your rage, but this is unnecessary.’ 
     Hanna breathed through her nose as she jumped, not yelling, not screaming. She was silent 
except for the thud-tear noise she made whenever she landed.   
     ‘Belgrave,’ Mrs Hobson said again, her stick attacking her ceiling, trying to fight the noise 
with some of her own. ‘Belgrave, if I have to come up there, I’m coming up with me stick. 
I’m tryin to watch TV. If yer tryin to do some exercise, for god’s sake, take it outside. The 
house can’t stand it.’    
     Hanna Carlton kept jumping. 
*** 
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Collin Ampersand’s poem about an ant was a short one. It started like this: 
 
There was an ant on my windowsill this morning 
Looking for sugar 
*** 
That’s when campus security came in, three of them, their light blue uniforms holding every 
drop from the sprinkler.  
     ‘Shit,’ Collin said. ‘Do you mind waiting for a minute while I finish –’ 
      One of them grabbed him.  
     ‘Excuse me,’ Belgrave said. ‘I paid  for these drinks and I intend on finishing them.’ 
     He was grabbed too. 
     ‘You, out,’ the last guard said to Hanna.  
     They were herded out into the corridor and down the stairs out into the open. Other 
students mingled, watching the fire truck arrive. Men in thick jackets stepped from the rig 
slowly, spoke to a guard, then walked calmly into the building. 
     ‘The man is afoot,’ Belgrave said, wiping his chin. ‘Watch your freedoms, brothers and 
sisters, treachery is flashing lights and wearing uniforms.’ 
     ‘Shut up, fat boy,’ someone yelled.   
     ‘Thanks for the pen, anyway,’ Collin said.  
     ‘Whatever. This campus is weird,’ Hanna said.  
     Then Collin said something that linked his life, and death, to Hanna Carlton. ‘Hey,’ he 
said, ‘do you want to go get something to drink somewhere else?’ 
     ‘No,’ she said. ‘No, I don’t think so.’  
     ‘But, you liked my poem, right, what you heard of it?’ 
     ‘It was fine.’ 
68 
 
     ‘Just fine?’ 
     ‘It was fine. Good, it was good.’ And then, ‘Have a nice life.’   
 *** 
 When she was finished jumping, when she had run out of violence, Hanna Carlton stood, 
quiet again, her arms by their sides. 
     ‘Have you finished?’ Belgrave asked. 
     ‘What were Collin’s last words?’ 
     ‘It’s a bit complicated,’ he said.  
     ‘Tell me so I never have to see you again.’ 
     ‘His last words were about you.’ 
     ‘You’re a vile man,’ Hanna said.  
     ‘I shall execute my duty.’ 
     Mrs Hobson’s footsteps creaked up the stairs.  
     ‘But not here.’  
     ‘Belgrave,’ Mrs Hobson’s voice came. ‘Have you finally died? Can I get the good plates 
out?’ 
     ‘I’m afraid not, Mrs Hobson,’ Belgrave yelled. Then he whispered, ‘Hanna, I fear Mrs 
Hobson is an agent of disaster. An ancient pendulum swinging between death and 
deviousness. We must not be caught in the path of her arc.’ 
     Mrs Hobson came in then.  
     ‘Goodbye, Hanna,’ Belgrave said. 
*** 
Outside the bar, the night air making his damp clothes bite, Collin Ampersand watched 
Hanna Carlton walk into a darkness painted strobe red by the fire truck. 
     ‘Brother,’ Belgrave said. ‘I saw what happened.’ 
69 
 
     ‘Yeah?’ 
     ‘I think I may be of some assistance.’ 
     ‘I don’t need any help,’ Collin said. ‘I have a muse now.’ 
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Fate is something I have a hand in, more or less. A couple of feathers. 
     People are always asking me about a grand plan and whether I have one or not, asking if I 
can explain the ways in which I work. I’m mysterious, people tell me.  
     The trouble is mysteries imply conclusions. A meeting in the parlour to reveal the killer.  
     By that thinking, if it’s all my plan, not only am I the killer, I’m also the victim and the 
detective too.   
    I think of it like this: if I were to drop a bag of marbles, and it was definitely me who 
dropped them, then I’d be responsible for where each individual marble ended up, even if I 
didn’t put them there on purpose. But if I didn’t put them there on purpose, I wouldn’t really 
be responsible at all. That’s what’s called a paradox. 
*** 
Here is another paradox for you: if I take one of those marbles and drop it on a single cushion, 
it wouldn’t make a sound. But if I were to take all of them, and there are billions of marbles, 
and drop them all on that same cushion at the same time, well, then you’ve got yourself one 
hell of a sound – one hell of a something – made out of billions of nothings. 
*** 
It was people who wanted to have somewhere to go after they became corpses. And they 
wanted to continue having ideas and opinions and some form of voice to share those ideas 
and opinions. So I made a wonderful library where they could read their books. I also created 
couches and a fireplace and comfy cushions for them to sit on. I created a TV too.  And a 
telescope! What more could you want! 
     I said earlier that the telescope was broken. That’s not strictly true. It works, there’s just 
nothing to look at besides the wall directly in front of it. Before I put the TV in, there used to 
be a lovely little porthole the telescope could to look through. I covered the porthole up with  
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Ok. 
     My list. I had time to think up here in the big H. Saw 
some things too. Grew a beard and all. Makes for good writing, 
a beard does. Keeps the face warm. 
     My list is commandments, like. But good ones. One’s you’d 
live by because a merry little martyr died for them. 
     I know I’m not god or anything. Tried a few times to 
materialise things but no dice. Not like Jeremy did. Made my 
beard go white though. That’s a pretty fuckin-A-grade miracle 
you ask me.  
     The problem as I peeped it was the honour system Jeremy 
had. I wasn’t chasing objectivity, not exactly. There’s grey 
and I wouldn’t argue that on a sunny day. It’s the lack of 
framework that’s the tricky stitch.   
     So I made one up based on all my legging, down on Earth 
and all through the big H. Surmised, I have, a system of being 
alright in the world, electric or not.  
     Had a real crack at unjamming. 
 
Rule one: Don’t be a dick. 
     Simple enough, but some folks need to be told.      
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ply-board and a coat of paint after people started getting silly with it. Charles Darwin used to 
sneak in every now and again and put soot on the eye piece. 
     It’s hard not to laugh when someone has soot on their eye and they don’t know it. Even if 
they’re upset about their lover moving on, or their children growing up without them.  
     Collin Ampersand was sitting under that telescope up in Heaven, books and books and 
books open in front of him. He was having a good old read of every book except his own. 
He’d been tearing pages out too. I’ll tell you what, he’d made a bigger mess of the library up 
here then the time he tried to implement a new shelving system in the Apple Burrows State 
Library. 
     He called that the Ampersand System, and it amounted to shelving the books he liked 
right at the front of the library and burying everything else in the back. I’ve tried a lot of 
different shelving systems over the years, but I’ve never tried organising everything 
idiosyncratically. 
     ‘Are you looking for someone’s biography?’ I asked when I waddled into the library and 
found him tinkering with the books.          
     ‘No,’ he said. ‘I need paper.’ 
     Collin pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He didn’t really need to wear them in 
Heaven, but sometimes people cling to things. So much so that they’re more than naked 
without them. ‘I nearly skipped ahead to look,’ he said.  
     ‘Your book? It ends with your last words,’ I said. 
     ‘I’m not reading any more,’ he said. ‘I’m writing.’ 
     ‘I know.’  
     ‘I’m not a bad person.’  
     ‘That’s kind of irrelevant.’ 
     ‘You’re a really terrible creator.’      
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     ‘I’m not that bad. Do you want a cupcake? I just created a fresh batch. I had to create the 
oven first, then the ingredients, and then the cooking utensils. They’re fresh.’ 
     ‘How do you turn on the TV?’ 
     I waddled myself over to the TV. It had a fat back and dials down the side. It looked old, 
because it was, but it worked a treat. ‘What do you want to see?’   
     ‘I want to see Hanna, what she’s doing right now.’ 
     ‘Channel eight,’ I said. ‘Turn the knob.’ 
     ‘Is that what you do? Watch individual people on a TV, taking notes on how they live 
their life so you can distort everything when they get here?’ 
     ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t need the TV.’                  
*** 
The reason Collin Ampersand was looking for Peter’s biography, even though he wouldn’t 
admit it, and the reason he settled watching Hanna’s channel, had to do with Peter 
Ampersand’s death. His drowning, if I’m being accurate, which I always strive to be.   
     Hanna thought she was the reason Peter died. 
     Collin thought he was the reason Peter died. 
     They were marbles, alright. Making one hell of a noise.  
     ‘I know she loved him,’ Collin said when he switched the TV on. ‘That doesn’t make her 
a bad person.’ And then, ‘I don’t know what kind of person it makes me. Not a bad one, I 
don’t think. I never told her I knew. Maybe that makes me a bad person.’ 
     ‘If that’s what you think then that’s the way it is,’ I said.  
     ‘I want to be alone.’       
     ‘Ok,’ I said. ‘I’m going to go create some lemonade to go with the cupcakes.’ 
*** 
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Listen: when Peter was twelve, and Collin Ampersand fifteen, they were camping in their 
backyard. This might seem like a reasonable thing to be doing at that age, but that’s because 
you’re not omniscient. The tent was old and musty, green, with enough room for two people. 
It was shaped like a block of cheese. Inside, their sleeping bags were unrolled, and their 
pillows were all over the place. Collin had a notebook hidden in his pillowcase. Peter had a 
Hustler hidden in his. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, and Peter was breaking twigs just 
outside the tent to make a fire. 
     ‘We  should  get some kero,’ he said.                      
     ‘Dad’d catch us,’ Collin said. He was breaking twigs too, slightly bigger ones. 
     ‘We should   make it real big though.’                                        
     ‘Can’t make it too big. We’ve only got kindling.’ 
     ‘And some firelighters!’ Peter said. 
     ‘Still need bigger bits of wood to make a fire.’  
*** 
This was, of course, before Collin had met Hanna Carlton, but it wasn’t, as fate would have it, 
before Peter had met her.  
     The school Peter attended to help him with his talking was called the Southern 
Queensland Academy of Speech and Education. It was the school’s mission to deliver the 
standard curriculum while also teaching students with cognitive, psychological or physical 
disabilities to communicate with their mouths, or their hands, or their faces. 
     Young Hanna Carlton had a stutter that was like an old lawnmower. The cause of 
stuttering is a big old mystery to human beings, including doctors, nurses and psychologists, 
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but I’ll tell you what: It’s not such a mystery to me. The reason people stutter is because 
that’s the way it turned out through no fault of mine.   
     The particular kind of stutter Hanna Carlton had made her talk with long pauses at the 
start of any speech. She also had trouble with the letters A and O.  
     That’s why when Peter Ampersand introduced himself to Hanna Carlton, the day before 
he and Collin camped in the back yard, it was at least a minute and a half before Hanna told 
him her name.  
     ‘That’s a nice name.’ Peter said. He looked around, saw a group of children in the 
distance standing and watching. 
     It was lunch time, and Hanna was sitting under a tree by the side of the small school oval. 
A chain-link fence, two meters high, traced the oval, and Peter had come to the edge of it to 
get a stray soccer ball.  
     ‘I don’t normally talk to girls,’ he said.  
     Hanna simply nodded.  
     ‘Do you want to play?’ Peter asked. 
     Hanna shook her head. 
     Peter kicked the ball back and sat down next to her. 
     ‘I don’t really like soccer either,’ he said. ‘But it beats talking to Angry Andy.’ 
*** 
Angry Andy was a boy in Peter’s grade who was very polite and courteous. In fact, he was so 
polite and courteous that he had trouble saying no to anything. So when a kid asked Angry 
Andy to eat some dirt, that’s exactly what Angry Andy did. And when a kid asked Angry 
Andy to punch himself in the wang, that’s exactly what Angry Andy did. Because of that, 
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Angry Andy tried not to talk to anyone. Except for Peter, who only ever asked Angry Andy 
to carry as many twenty-cent pieces in his shoes as possible, all the time. 
*** 
     ‘What grade are you in?’ Peter asked. 
     Hanna held up seven fingers. Her nails were painted light blue.  
     ‘That’s my grade,’ peter said. 
     ‘                  ,’ Hanna said. ‘               N     N      N     New.’    
*** 
The next day, when all the kindling was broken, and stacked like a skeleton needing skin, and 
Collin Ampersand was balling up some paper to shove underneath the naked bones, he 
noticed something he hadn’t seen before. 
     ‘Why’s your fingernail blue?’ he asked Peter.  
     Peter was on his back, throwing a paper ball into the air and catching it again. ‘Wish we 
had some bigger bits of wood,’ he said. 
     ‘Yeah, but what’s with your finger, why’s it –’ 
     ‘We could ask Andy to come round!’ peter said, cutting Collin off. ‘He has a 
fireplace, and there’s always wood there. Usually it needs chopping, but that’s his 
job anyway.’ 
     Collin shoved some paper under the skeleton and started on another ball.  
     ‘It’s getting pretty late,’ he said, ‘Mum might not let him.’ 
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     ‘We could ask though,’ Peter said. And then, 
‘MUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUM.’    
*** 
‘Where did you come from?’ Peter asked the young Hanna Carlton under the shade of a 
tree at the edge of the school oval. 
     Hanna shrugged. Pointed up with her finger. 
     ‘Like an angel?’ Peter said. ‘Or bird poop?’ 
     Hanna scrunched up her face, laughed a little. She pointed up again. 
     ‘Ummmmm,’ Peter said. ‘The sun. Or, space. Are you an alien?’ Peter was smiling 
when he said it. ‘Are you an alien.’ 
     ‘………………...’ Hanna said. ‘…….Nn..nn..nn..nn..north.’ 
     ‘Oh,’ Peter said. ‘Aliens can come from north.’ 
*** 
‘Because we want a bigger fire,’ Peter said to his mother. Reginald Ampersand was at the 
office on this particular Saturday, and most Saturday’s actually, since Peter was born.  
     Bethany Ampersand was in a lounge chair, the TV on, reclined in her bathrobe. ‘Ask your 
father,’ she said. 
     ‘He’s not here,’ Collin said. They were both standing in the doorway to the lounge room, 
where dark orange carpet touched every wall. ‘He works Saturdays.’ 
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     ‘He doesn’t have to,’ she said. ‘Not every Saturday, but he does anyway. That’s your 
father.’ 
     ‘Well can we have Andy over?’ Peter asked again.  
     Collin stepped into the room, his toes finding the carpet slowly. ‘Mum,’ he said, ‘if we 
had a big fire, we could stay outside all night and not come in at all. Not even to use the 
bathroom.’ 
     ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Just don’t make any noise. I don’t want to have to get up and talk to the 
neighbours. Like I have nothing better to do than yell out over the fence when I’m hanging 
the washing up.’ 
     ‘I’ll go call him now!’ Peter said, and ran, thumping his bare feet across the lino in the 
kitchen to the phone, which was mounted on a wall above the kitchen counter. 
     ‘Thanks Mum,’ Collin said. ‘Have you had enough for today,’ he asked. 
     ‘Not yet, love,’ she said. 
     He was talking about the glass, half empty, sitting on the tray table next to his mother, 
pushed back to where she could reach it from her reclined position.  
     ‘We’ll be quiet,’ he said.   
*** 
‘Do you like it here,’ Peter asked Hanna Carlton under that big tree. 
     Hanna shrugged. Pursed her bottom lip. 
     ‘Does that mean it’s too early to tell?’ 
     She nodded.  
     ‘Hey, do you know any magic tricks?’ 
     She shook her head. 
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     ‘I can show you one,’ he said. ‘But usually I charge twenty-cents.’ 
     Hanna’s eyebrows slanted. She opened her backpack, emptied it onto the grass. The only 
things that fell out were an exercise book, a lunchbox, and a vial of blue nail polish. She 
opened the lunchbox to show Peter there were only crumbs inside. 
     ‘Hey, how about I teach you a magic trick, and you can show it to people and 
make friends that way. And then you can teach me something back.’ 
     Hanna shrugged again, opening her hands in the air.  
     ‘What do girls know how to do that boys don’t?’ he asked. 
*** 
The boys stood around a log, one of several Angry Andy had brought from his house. Angry 
had an axe by his side. Soft mumbles of the television rumbled through the wood of the 
closed kitchen door, which let out into the backyard.  
     ‘I’m the oldest,’ Collin said. ‘So I should chop the wood.’ 
     ‘I want a go too,’ Peter said.  
     Andy, who had trouble with being too polite, and who was the only one who had actually 
chopped wood before, didn’t say anything. 
     ‘We can all have a go. But I’m first because I’m oldest.’ 
     Angry Andy gave Collin the axe, and backed away a little. ‘You shouldn’t, um, don’t… 
hold on too tight,’ he said.  
     Peter jumped back, too, stood next to Andy. ‘I’m next!’ 
     Collin swang the axe up and brought the rusty blade down, glancing off of the log, and 
dug it into the grass.  
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     ‘You’re not good at it, I’ll be good at it,’ Peter said. He was jumping up and down, 
grabbing Angry Andy’s arm. 
     ‘Need to loosen you’re grip,’ Andy said. 
     ‘It moved,’ Collin said. ‘I just need someone to hold it still.’  
*** 
Peter Ampersand pulled a pencil, red and chewed, from his shirt pocket and twirled it in his 
fingers. ‘This one’s a good one,’ he said. ‘Nice and easy.’ He gripped the pencil, mid twirl 
then slapped it into his other palm. ‘But I need Andy, he knows how to help me.’  
     Hanna watched as Peter Ampersand ran onto the oval, cutting straight through the soccer 
game, and nearly fell over some benches. He was a little dot, talking to another little dot. 
Then two dots began running towards her.  
*** 
‘Just hold it there Pete. Keep your hands where they are,’ Collin Ampersand said. Peter was 
lying on his stomach, his arms out in front of him, his hands holding a log in place, his face 
tucked into his shoulder, his eyes closed. ‘Nice and quick,’ Collin said. 
     ‘This really a good idea?’ Angry Andy said. 
     ‘I think it’s a good idea,’ Collin said, ‘Don’t you?’ 
     ‘Um,’ Angry Andy said. ‘Yes. I think it’s a very good idea.’ 
     Collin Ampersand swung the axe hard, it was loose in his grip, and the blade connected 
with the log, splitting it almost all the way in two.  
     ‘Ah,’ Peter said. His hands sprang back from the impact, running along the rough grain, 
picking up splinters in his quick fingers. One of those fingers had a fingernail that was 
painted blue.  
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*** 
‘Ok, so the way this works isn’t really magic. It’s just being quick with your fingers,’ 
Peter Ampersand told Hanna Carlton under the shade of the big tree. Angry Andy was 
standing next to him, like he was waiting for a sign, but Hanna was nice enough not to point 
that out to either of them.  
     ‘Andrew, could you please give me the most magical twenty-cent piece you have.’ 
     Angry passed him a coin. He’d already been holding it.  
     Peter held his left hand flat, placed the coin on two fingers towards their tips. In his other 
hand he held the pencil like a wand.  
     ‘Ok, so you tap it once,’ Peter said, then tapped the coin. 
     ‘Then you tap it again’, he said, and hit the coin harder. 
     ‘Then the magic happens,’ he said, and hit the coin a third time. The pencil made a clank, 
and then the coin was gone.         
     ‘And now it’s gone,’ Peter said. 
     Hanna pointed to the hand holding the wand. Peter looked at it like he’d only just realised 
his trick might be an easy one to figure out. 
     ‘Well yeah,’ Peter said. ‘That’s easy to guess, but you’re wrong.’ Peter showed her 
the wand hand, the only thing in it an old pencil. 
     ‘The really tricky part, is explaining how it ended up in Andy’s shoe.’ 
     That was Angry Andy’s cue to take his shoes off, tip them upside down and spill forty 
twenty-cent pieces onto the grass, the change clinking and shining in the afternoon sun. 
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     Angry Andy’s feet smelt pretty bad.  
     ‘I’ve done this trick a few times today,’ Peter said.    
 *** 
When the fire was started, bigger now the wood had all been cut, Collin Ampersand was 
tweezing splinters from Peter’s fingers. Angry Andy was sitting with his legs stretched out 
near the fire, his shoes far enough away that they weren’t getting too hot.  
     When Collin got to the finger with a blue nail he said, ‘Didn’t know my brother was a girl,’ 
and tapped Peter’s fingernail with the edge of the tweezers.  
     ‘It’s just one finger,’ Peter said, ‘Magicians are allowed one finger.’ 
     ‘Yeah? Where’d you do magic?’ 
     ‘Nowhere.’ Peter said, and then, ‘This hurts, hurry up.’ 
     ‘Gotta do it right,’ Collin said. ‘Andy, did you see Pete The Magnificent perform his 
magic trick?’ 
     ‘It was a girl at school,’ Angry said. ‘He made a coin disappear.’ 
     ‘A girl,’ Collin said. ‘Does Pete have a girlfriend? Does Pete like to kiss his girlfriend at 
school, smoochy smoochy smoochy.’ 
     Peter pulled away from the tweezers then. ‘Give me those, I can do it myself,’ he said. 
     Collin handed them over and sat back against some of the cut wood, using it as a headrest. 
‘Don’t be a baby about it,’ he said. ‘What’s her name?’ 
     ‘I just like magic,’ Peter said. ‘I’ve got quick fingers’ 
     ‘Well, if you don’t tell me the girl’s name, maybe I’ll tell Andy over there to bite your 
fingers off.’ 
     ‘It’s Han –’ Angry Andy tried to say, but Collin cut him off. 
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     ‘Don’t tell me,’ Collin said. ‘I want Pete to tell me.’ 
     ‘I just like magic,’ Peter said again. And then grunted as the last splinter came from his 
finger tip. 
     ‘Andy, bite Peter’s fingers off.’ 
     And I tell you, that’s exactly what Angry Andy did. 
*** 
Angry Andy was counting the change, making sure each shoe had twenty pieces, while 
Hanna Carlton ran her nailbrush over Collins middle finger. 
     ‘Just one,’ Peter said. ‘Magicians are allowed one.’ 
     Hanna smiled, ‘              ,’ She said. ‘Yo      yo     yo    your’re noo    nooooot a magician.’ 
And then moved her fingers like a quick spider, flying in the air.   
    ‘When you learn to talk like a regular person,’ Peter said to Hanna Carlton under 
the shade of the big tree as his nail polish was drying, ‘Will you still talk to people like 
me?’ 
     Hanna nodded her head. She was picking up the contents of her bag, packing them away 
slowly.  
     ‘I can’t learn to talk regular,’ he said.  
     Then the bell rang.  
*** 
‘Jesus Christ, I was only kidding’ Collin yelled, stepping over the fire to pull Angry Andy 
from his brother.  
     The polite young boy had his teeth wrapped around three of the four fingers on Peter’s 
right hand, including the one in the middle which had a blue fingernail painted by a young, 
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stuttering, Hanna Carlton. He was chomping away by sawing his teeth backwards and 
forwards, not giving up any ground, biting hard.  
     To get at Peter’s hand, Angry had to leap over the fire. Not quite making it all the way 
over, his shoes rested among the coals. 
     Peter tried to pull his hand away, but here is a little lesson in physics for you: if there is 
downward and upward pressure on an object, and that pressure happens to be teeth chomping 
into your fingers, the last thing you want to do is pull them. 
     The second last thing you want to do in physics is have your brother pull in the opposite 
direction.  
     When Peter’s fingers came free in Andy’s mouth, his shoes were on fire, the rubber 
melting, and forty coins were burning the soles of his feet. Andy started screaming.  
     Before he could scream though, he had to spit Peter’s fingers out. 
     The place he spat them was in the fire. 
     ‘What the hell is all that noise,’ Collin and Peter Ampersand’s neighbour said, poking his 
head over the fence. And then, ‘Oh my god.’   
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That wasn’t how Peter died, of course, but Collin, knowing what was going to happen in 
twenty years on a bridge with the names of lovers scratched in the rail, didn’t like to think 
about that evening too much. 
     Although he wouldn’t admit it, he had peeked at that part of his book, I’d guess. I’d guess 
that because when Collin Ampersand did think about that evening, he was likely to do 
something very much like what he did in the Library up in Heaven. He took a mess, and he 
made it worse. 
     Collin started pulling books off the shelves, toppling them onto the floor. He was running 
up and down the long book cases, grabbing the edges of people’s lives and just letting them 
tip.    
     He was angry, alright. Maybe he was angry at me or maybe he was angry at himself. It 
sure seemed, though, by the way he was tipping books that he was angry at everyone who 
ever existed.  
     I dropped my Lemonade right where I created it and flew into the library to have a look at 
Collin trying to make a mess.  
     There were two other people in there, a young girl and a teenage boy. They both died in a 
flood, and they were happy to read about their lives, not having lived much of it, except for 
the boy who was a little less so. He was covered in pimples and hadn’t started to shave yet. 
His chin was fuzzy with soft, light hair.  
     ‘It’s all lies,’ Collin said to the boy.  
     The boy covered his wang with his book, startled, like he was caught out doing something 
bad. 
     ‘Don’t scare Gerry that way,’ I said. ‘He was just getting to the part where he touched a 
boob for the first time.’ 
     ‘He makes it up, embellishes it,’ Collin said. 
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     ‘No, I really did touch a boob,’ the boy said.  
     ‘I don’t care!’ Collin said. 
     ‘Why’s the man yelling?’ the girl asked. She was too young to read, so her book was 
illustrated. I gave the rain drops big sharp teeth. 
     ‘He’s upset because he knows how his book ends,’ I said. 
     ‘Is that a bad thing?’ she asked. 
     ‘Not necessarily,’ I said. ‘How does your book end?’ 
     ‘Daddy holding me as high as the sky.’ 
     ‘Not quite high enough, then,’ I said.  
     Collin flipped one of the chairs, pushing the pimply boy right out of it, and started tearing 
the material from it.  
     ‘I’m getting dressed,’ he said. ‘And you should too. You don’t have to listen to him, do 
what you want.’ 
     Then he grabbed an armful of other people’s books and ran through the entrance, and into 
the lobby of the Heavenly Administration Building.  
*** 
When Collin left in a huff because he read about his brother’s fingers being burned to a crisp, 
he didn’t switch the TV off. It was tuned in to Channel eight, and on that little screen, 
contemporary Hanna Carlton, who beat her stuttering by singing a little and then a lot, was 
doing a very Hanna Carlton thing: she was drinking some black tea. The tea I’m talking about 
was provided by Mrs Hobson in her kitchen, under Belgrave’s apartment. The lino was 
cracked and pealing up. The walls and ceiling were covered with mildew, and the curtains 
above the kitchen sink glowed with dying sunlight.  
     Hanna sat at a small wooden table. She was shaky. Uneven from all the jumping 
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 Alright. I did tell Andy to do that. But I didn’t pony he was 
going to really saw his way through Pete’s digits. It was an 
accident, like. I was joking. We were going to have 
marshmallows.  
     Right after Pete lost his fingers my old Dad and I had 
ourselves a little palaver. He told me how there’re two types 
of mistakes in this big foggy world. The ones that make 
someone a better person and the ones that make someone a worse 
person.  
     He told me the difference between the two isn’t in the 
mistake itself. Makes no difference if it’s spilling an 
ashtray or running down a kitten. The difference is in how you 
handle the mistake, whatever crooked venture it might be.  
     He based this on his own experience o’ life. 
     He hit someone with his car, my old Dad did, and not a 
kitten to be found. It was when he was a teenager.  
     The guy my dad busted up didn’t die. Just bunged his leg 
up good. Smashed it to pieces inside his skin.  
     Dad said it was horrible watching the guy like that, 
rolling around in the street gabbing about his leg.  
     Dad ran into a shop to use the blower, called the 
ambulance himself. He waited with the guy too, gave him sips 
of water from a canteen he kept in the glove compartment. 
     The guy’s leg didn’t need to come off in the end, just 
rehab. Six months of it.  
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     My Dad didn’t get into trouble. It was the guy’s fault. 
He wasn’t watching and walked out into traffic. There were 
witnesses. 
     My Dad says it was still his mistake, but. Like he should 
have been able to bend physics.   
     So when the guy’s all better, after the rehab, my Dad’s 
there at the hospital when he’s leaving. They make the guy sit 
in a wheelchair and when he gets out the doors he says to my 
Dad, thank you. 
     Dad had visited him a lot, see. And he refused to go into 
the hospital on the last day. Said he’d be dammed if he was 
going inside that building when the guy could come out to him.  
     So when they wheeled him out, and the guy stood up, 
walked even, probably not totally straight, but walked, the 
guy shakes my dad’s hand. He says ‘Thank you. For being a 
friend.’  
     That’s how my dad said he was a better person for making 
a mistake. He was friend.  
     He said the guy’s mistake was walking into traffic and it 
made him look twice after. ‘It’s easier to be a better person 
when you look twice,’ my dad said.  
 
     When Pete was in the hospital on account of his fingers, 
my old Dad said I’d made my mistake. And whether it was a good 
one or a bad one was up to me. 
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     I’m pretty sure he invented that story. Mum never 
mentioned it. No one ever came to dinner with a limp.  
     That makes it solid true, I reckon. That it’s made up 
makes you look twice.    
 
Rule two: Wherever you look, look 
twice.  
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she did.  
     The cup was warm in her hands. She drank in small, inconsequential sips. 
     ‘He thinks you’re involved in some sort of conspiracy,’ she said.   
     Mrs Hobson, whose hair was tamed by a thick and green hairband, snorted loudly, and 
sipped softly from her cup.  
     ‘Wouldn’t be the first time,’ she said. ‘First year he was here, he thought I was stealin his 
drawins. Couldn’t find em anywhere he told me, looked everywhere he said.’ 
     ‘Where did he find them?’ 
     ‘He didn’t. I stole em cos he owed me rent.’ 
     ‘Did you give them back?’ Hanna asked. 
     ‘Sure I did,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘I told him, I said I could help him look for em if he wanted, 
but I just needed to do some banking first, I couldn’t get my books to balance, missing some 
money you see. Soon as his check cleared I got em outta me pantry and gave em straight back. 
Told em they must’ve flown out his window when I was airin the place out.’  
     Hanna tried her tea again, felt the warmth on her tongue, and it loosened a little.  
     ‘You were here when it happened, weren’t you,’ Hanna said.  
     ‘That boy dyin, ya mean. Yeah I was here.’  
     ‘Collin was hardly a boy,’ Hanna said. ‘He was in his mid-forties.’ 
     ‘I didn’t know him real well,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘He’d come round here to see Mr fatty-
boom-batty, trudge up those stairs to help a man only knows how to help himself. Not ta 
speak ill of the dead, but that’s a boy if ever there was one.’ 
     ‘He changed,’ Hanna said. ‘When his brother died.’ 
     ‘What about you, love, you change too? I don’t remember seeing you trudge up those 
stairs many times.’  
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     ‘That’s only because…’ But Hanna didn’t finish her thought. What she wanted to say was 
too big to fit in her mouth, and she could taste the pause on her tongue.  
     ‘I know a little bout that too,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘He’s not a good man, love, and your 
Collin seemed nice enough. A little misguided. Nice enough.’ 
*** 
Mrs Hobson should have given the eulogy at Collin Ampersand’s funeral because that was 
the nicest thing anyone ever said about him. Even Hanna didn’t say nice things like that. In 
fact, Hanna Carlton said a lot of terrible things to Collin. Here is one terrible thing she said to 
him on a Tuesday morning in 2006: ‘I love you,’ she said.  
     Collin, who was one of the best at doing terrible things, said this: ‘I love you too.’    
*** 
Here is what Hanna was thinking about when her tongue tasted like a pause: she was thinking 
about the way every poem Collin Ampersand wrote since the night in the guild bar was about 
her. Even the ones about ants, were really about her. That’s maybe the most terrible thing a 
person could do. Even worse than biting someone’s fingers off. Which, by the way, wasn’t 
even the worst thing that happened to Peter Ampersand before he died. 
*** 
The worst thing that happened to Peter was when Hanna Carlton said this to him: ‘I love you.’ 
Except she didn’t say it normally, she sang it, lowering her pitch as she got to the end. It was 
a heavy thing to sing and her voice couldn’t carry it so high.     
*** 
With three less fingers, young Peter Ampersand had to learn to do things all over again. One 
of the first things he learned was tying his shoe laces. He could still use the pinkie and thumb 
on his right hand, but it was hard to grip like that, and Peter found using his mouth was the 
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easiest way to do it. Young Collin Ampersand, who still had all of his fingers, sometimes 
asked if Peter needed any help. 
     ‘I can do it,’ Peter always said. 
     This carried on, Collin Ampersand wanting to help Peter, and Peter always saying no, for 
a number of years. Philip Belgrave wrote a post about it on his blog, about a year before 
Collin Ampersand became the Corpse of Collin Ampersand. The title of the post was: Why 
selfishness is the truest form of altruism.  This is what he said: 
 
“I have a friend, who I won’t name, but to say he is a poet, and is a complete boob. As an 
artist by calling, and I do not mean simply that I enjoy museums, I feel it my duty to 
comment on the creative process to enlighten others, and in doing so, shine a candle on the 
destructive little neuroses that swallow the potential of young artists. I am referring, of course, 
to the hidden little beast that scurries in the soul. I do not mean soul in the religious sense, for 
that would be preposterous, but do borrow the term for its connotations, namely: the internal 
essence of humanness. This is where the little beast eats its sup, and defecates into our very 
consciousness. The little beast I shall call compassion.  
     “Compassion, of course, is more than a word; it is a history, a lightning rod in most major 
religions, the intention of which is the rising up of the suffering to a place that is less horrible 
than the one they currently inhabit. Friend, it should be a sin. Intention is the beast’s scent, 
this is true, but it is a masking scent, a natural camouflage hiding its true purpose, which is to 
fellate the ego of its owner, staining any artistic endeavour with the climax of such a coupling. 
Its deception can be found in its etymology, the Latin origin, com – meaning with, and pati –
to suffer, translated to the contemporary spelling, meaning “to suffer with”. Oh, friend, has 
there ever been a more simple seduction for an artist? The very notion of suffering with 
someone is almost irresistible to one such as myself, and totally so to my poet friend. The 
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abject sacrifices an artist must make should be unburdened some by that hairy little beast. But 
this is not the case. There can be no suffering with, when you are an artist. To attempt it is to 
become a hobbyist, which is when that little beast unwraps its lips from the ego’s sex, and 
you are left with only masturbatory strokes in your brush and erasers on the tips of your 
pencil. 
     “The poet I speak of (who will no doubt deduce his position as subject in this article) 
works with literature. He does not produce it. His verses are sticky with tryst of compassion 
and have been for years. I remarked this to him recently, using more tact than I am now, 
telling him ‘Do you not understand the vanity in your poems? You say they are about love, 
but they are not. You say they are true, but they are not.’ He was not forthcoming with a 
response, the criticism, I thought perhaps, settling the beast.  
     “‘I need to write about my love,’ he said, and I could almost see an involuntary eye roll as 
the little beast began deep-throating him.  
     “What is apparent in his verses, which at the very least refrain from rhyming, are words 
very similar to love, but they do not mean the same. Here I will make a statement, and you 
would do well to write it down, for it offers an insight you should be thankful of receiving. 
Love is the past tense of regret.  
     “Regret, I am obligated to point out, is as deceptive as compassion, for its source is never 
the one which it purports to be. My poet’s regret, for which he is projecting his love, has 
nothing to do with the object of his affection, or the feelings he professes in his lines. No, 
friend, and here I speak to you directly, as well as for the benefit of the students of the artistic 
endeavour, your regret is very sincerely painted with the guilt you feel for your brother. 
     ‘Guilt, which very much belongs to you.”       
*** 
97 
 
Yes and someone else new something about guilt. That someone was Holly Vander. The guilt 
she felt was more solid than any kind of guilt she had known before, but it was also more 
fluid. It ran through her veins like a bad chemical and made her brain think thoughts that she 
didn’t want it to think. 
     She did not own all of her guilt. It also belonged to some of the other girls in her grade. 
They amplified it, signal boosted it until Holly no longer had blood, and in its place, was a 
bad decision chemical. 
     It was this chemical that made her elbows curl in at her sides and made her want to see the 
world through the safety of her fringe, like curtains she could only ever close a little, and 
never quite enough. 
     Holly Vander’s crime was lying on the internet. She lied about a girl she knew, one of her 
friends, and her lie was cruel – designed to inflict pain longer than the time it took to read – 
but it was also naive. Her lie was about a sexual act that did not happen, between her friend 
and a boy Holly liked. It was composed on her phone, quickly but without spelling errors. 
Holly’s lie contained the word SLUT. And when she posted her lie, clicked the button that 
sent it out into the world, that’s when the bad decision chemical started bubbling.  
     It was at a blue-light disco, a police monitored dance party, where Holly saw her friend 
kissing the boy she liked. And it was in a bathroom stall of that same disco that Holly Vander 
made up her lie.  
     Her lie wasn’t believed.  
     She will save everyone in this story.              
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Now then, funerals are a funny old thing that people do to their dead. Parading them about or 
throwing them into the air as burned up bits of dust is something of a mystery to me. But then 
I don’t have a body in the same way people do. I don’t necessarily disagree with them, I can 
see their function. Electricity is a fragile thing, in terms of the feelings it can produce inside 
of a human brain. And doing to the dead what the living wish be done to themselves on their 
departure must be very satisfying on the level of trust. ‘We all treat each other ok,’ a funeral 
says, ‘and everything’s fine.’   
     Sometimes, though, a funeral says something very different.  
     Collin’s funeral was small, which is to say, it was very nearly non-existent, and it did not 
happen in the conventional sense of the word. Because his family had all already read their 
books in my playground, there wasn’t really anyone to organise the thing. Funerals take 
money, of course, and they take paperwork. No one was connected to Collin’s life enough, in 
an official and bureaucratic sense, to help transition his corpse from above ground to 
underneath.  
     So the government decided to set him on fire. 
     They decided to burn his body up and put what was left of him in a plastic box with the 
name Collin Ampersand written in marker across the side. The process of cremation takes 
about an hour and a half. The dead person is placed in a wooden box and conveyed into a 
large oven, which burns so hot that it destroys any and all organisms. Smoke is vented 
through a chimney, but it does not capture all of the rising air, and anyone who has worked in 
a crematorium will tell you, it’s usual to get smoke in your eyes, to feel the sting and the stink 
of a burning human being in your peepers. 
     A crematorium technician by the name of Johnson was responsible for burning up Collin 
Ampersand. He felt the sting and the stink of Collin’s meat in his peepers. They watered 
some as the corpse of Collin Ampersand became the ash of Collin Ampersand. 
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*** 
The ashes of human beings, if they go through the appropriate burning process, pose no 
biological threat to other living bags of meat. There is simply nothing of pathogenic or 
transferable nature left in the ash to contaminate an electrified meat bag.  
     Heat is a beautiful thing. It gives electricity music to dance to, warmth that the cells drink 
up, and provides the necessary conditions for photosynthesis to happen and to make planet 
Earth inhabitable. But you know the old saying: too much of a good thing is microscopic 
death.  
*** 
When the corpse was all burned up, Johnson took the ashes and put them in a machine that 
spun a little ball inside the whole mess, pulverizing anything that might look like bone or 
teeth.   
     From this machine Johnson tipped the ashes into a plastic box, white like an ice cream 
punnet but more official looking, and wrote Collin’s name across the side.  
*** 
Here is an interesting fact about that particular ash: it was not the ash of Collin Ampersand 
after all. You have been had. As the mortuary had been had.  
     Because Collin Ampersand’s corpse belonged to the state, with no next of kin to organise 
burial, he was stored in the same place they store their Jon and Jane Does.  
     And the system they use to track Jon and Jane Does is based on toe tags with numbers.  
     If someone were to sneak into the mortuary, under a mischievous night sky, and simply 
swap one toe tag for another, why nobody on planet Earth would be the wiser.  
     Not Hanna Carlton 
     Not Johnson. 
     Not anybody, except the perpetrator of such a switching. 
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     And of course the perpetrator of the wonderfully successful toe tag switching, who did 
reside on planet Earth for the time being, was the artist Philip Belgrave. 
*** 
Yes, and Philip Belgrave was able to run off with the corpse of Collin Ampersand because 
his knees worked, and his feet were nimble, and despite being the size of a small industrial 
complex, he could move quickly and silently when he wanted to.  
     He could do that because I made him be able to do that.  
     Call it cheating if you want, or call it a miracle, it’s just the way it turned out. 
     And so, some Jon Doe was burned up instead of Collin Ampersand, and when the missing 
body was reported, it was not Collin’s, but that same exceedingly useful corpse of unknown 
origin. 
*** 
The corpse’s name really was Jon, but his last name was Earls. Jon Earls died of a hereditary 
heart condition, and when he read his book up in my playground he said this: ‘Who ever that 
Belgrave guy is, he’s some kind of fucked.’  
     I didn’t tell Jon about the family connection, just asked him where he wanted to go. 
     ‘The other place I guess. Because of my bum ticker down there, didn’t really get to 
appreciate a lot of stuff. Reckon the other place’d be where all the stuff worth appreciating is.’ 
     ‘If you think that’s best,’ I said.   
 *** 
The funeral happened, but it wasn’t a burial. It was a scattering. Hanna Carlton was the one to 
release the ashes onto the pavement outside the library. She’d called the mortuary, given her 
name, and asked very politely if she could have the body to bury. When they told her the 
body was ashes, she said, ‘That’ll do.’  
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     Mrs Hobson was there because she was bored, and because it was her panel van, a yellow 
and rusted vehicle, that Belgrave had strapped himself inside of to get there.  
     ‘It took great resolve to endear myself to this vehicle,’ he had said, yelled really, through 
the back doors of the van. ‘If you do not drive me, Mrs Hobson, I fear I will soil the blanket 
you have in here, and it will be no fault of mine.’ 
     ‘Settle down,’ Mrs Hobson said, opening the driver side door, and hoisting herself into her 
seat, ‘I was just looking for me funeral hat.’ 
     And so they were there, out the front of the library, in the warming midday sun.  
     Hanna Carlton was not teary, and did not wear mascara. She didn’t ask if anyone wanted 
to say a few kind words, and no one offered. It was a staggered opening, because in the five 
minutes the whole ceremony took, they had to break twice to let people into the library. 
     ‘Just open it,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘He can’t go too far.’ 
     Mrs Hobson was a smart cookie. The entrance to the library, while somewhat poetic as a 
scattering location for the fake burned up ashes of a dead librarian, was also sheltered from 
wind by the retaining wall of the building next door, the Apple Burrows RSL.  
     So when Hanna opened the plastic box, the one with Collin’s name written across the side, 
and tipped the ashes out, there was no wind to grab them, to spread them thin and take the 
body away from form. The ashes piled in the ground in a heap.  
     ‘Shit,’ Hanna said. 
     ‘He’ll be right, love,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘He’s of the library now.’ 
     Belgrave, who stood leaning against the railing that separated the cement path from a 
small garden populated with ferns, huffed. He threw an exhale into the dead air and everyone 
turned to look at his reddened face, and his sweaty chins. ‘I think you’ll find,’ he said, ‘that 
he is not so much of the library, as he is a pile of muck on the path leading to the library. 
Perhaps when a citizen walks through the ash, and traipses the mess into the building, where 
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it will burrow into the carpet, and become the dregs forever attached to the fibres, then he 
might be said to be of the library. But until then, he is very much outside of it.’ 
     ‘I’ll see if I can find a dustpan,’ Hannah said.   
     She did. And swept the ash into the garden where it rested in a pile under some ferns. 
*** 
 After Hannah Carlton had swept the burned up remains that she’d mistaken for her dead ex-
boyfriend, she said, ‘What do we do now?’ 
     ‘I need a sandwich,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘I’m off. Belgrave, if ya want a lift, you’re off too. 
Or you can walk home. Do ya some good, truth be told.’       
     Belgrave used his tie, which was thin and wrinkled, to wipe sweat from around his mouth. 
‘I am burdened,’ he said, ‘with the constraints of time and the need to work. Hanna, would 
you meet me in my studio tonight. We have much to discuss, and Mrs Hobson’s van is not 
appropriate.’ 
     ‘He means my garage, love.’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘He doesn’t have a studio.’   
     ‘You were Collin’s friend, not mine.’ Hanna said to Belgrave. ‘I never want to see you 
again. You might as well be ash too.’ 
     ‘It is necessary,’ he said.  
     ‘Leave the poor girl alone,’ Mrs Hobson said, and started walking the path towards the 
van. Her bones were slow, but not feeble, and her stride was straight. ‘Just leave her be.’ 
     ‘You will change your mind,’ Belgrave said. ‘And if it is tonight, I will be in my studio. If 
it is tomorrow, I will likely be there still. Time is precious, dear Hanna, and I beg you not to 
mistake that preciousness for value, for it will be more than rare soon, and that is the truth. 
Good day.’ 
     When they were gone, out of Hanna’s sight, that’s when she had her moment with the 
ashes.  
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     ‘You’re quieter when you’re dead,’ she said. ‘We were finished. And now I worry that 
we’re not.’ 
     There was a tear, but it was small and only bears mentioning because electricity like 
Collin Ampersand sometimes feel better if there are droplets of salty water that exist back on 
planet Earth because someone misses them.  
     I might be omnipotent, but I’m not an arsehole.   
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As an omnipotent being, the creator of mass and energy and heat and gonorrhoea, you can 
believe me when I say I’ve never really understood the appeal of holy books. Of scriptures I 
mean. I understand the need for people to have rules, to have stories that say this is good and 
this is bad and maybe there’s room in between and maybe not, but the idea of a book, bound 
and complete, is troublesome.  
     That’s why I was happy for Collin Ampersand to be sitting in the Heavenly 
Administration Building, typing and scribbling away and adding his little comments to this 
book.  
     It’s living, updating, full of errors on his part, but changing.  
     It is wonderful to change.  
     Things can’t die if they don’t change. 
     Belgrave has his blog too, which changes. It’s updated with his posts and his art, and soon 
people will start to listen, to grab a hold of his words and use them to cut into the ground and 
build a trench for themselves. But unlike scripture, they are open. People can comment, and 
soon they will, they will ask questions and Belgrave will answer. 
*** 
Peter Ampersand never kept a journal, or a blog, or even really, wrote much down. Not 
conventionally anyway. Part of it was that he missed the nimbleness his missing fingers had 
provided. He had to learn to write with his left hand. There are things that make people strong 
and there are things that make people weak, and Peter, although he couldn’t use cards 
anymore, was something else. He was completely impractical.  
     ‘I need your help,’ he said to Collin Ampersand two weeks after his fingers were burned 
up.  His hand was still bandaged, and phantom pains were present. His fingers, although not 
attached any more, hurt.  
     Like he had itching powder under his burned up fingernails. 
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     ‘Sure, Pete,’ Collin said. This was in Collin’s bedroom, where he was spread on his floor, 
a book open in front of him, and a blank page framing everything good about his poetry, now, 
and in the future. ‘What do you need? I can get you some ice cream. Or some chocolate. I’ve 
got some change around here somewhere.’ 
     ‘You’re good with words right? I mean, you’re always writing stuff down.’ 
     ‘So?’ 
     ‘I can’t use my good hand anymore, and I figure if I can’t talk good either, and I need 
to write a bunch of stuff down, why not go ahead and make a whole new alphabet just 
for me. Well, us. Maybe someone else.’ 
     ‘Is this about the girl?’ Colin asked. 
     ‘It’s about helping me make a new alphabet.’ 
     ‘Mum and dad already told you you’re not going back to that school.’ 
*** 
This was true. Peter Ampersand had been pulled from the Southern Queensland Academy of 
Speech and Education.  
     ‘You’re training a bunch of savages,’ Peter’s father told the principal, and straightened his 
vest. 
     ‘You’re ready for a proper school,’ Peter’s mother told Peter, and had a sip from her glass. 
*** 
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‘Maybe I can visit one day. And give her a note. And a decoder page. And we can 
write each other,’ Peter Ampersand told his brother, in his brother’s bedroom an hour 
before they created The Secret Alphabet by The Brothers Ampersand. 
*** 
The brothers worked at squiggly lines, and straight ones, dots and strokes, and made 
something they called an alphabet. The grammar they kept. Nobody wants to have to learn 
how to use a semicolon just so they can invent a new one. 
     And then they had it. It was complete.  
     And Peter Ampersand, who had put every one of his card decks and trick coins and 
disappearing boxes in an ice-cream bucket and buried it in the backyard, was never able to 
get back to the Southern Queensland Academy of Speech and Education simply because it 
was a forty-five minute drive and he had neither the ability to drive, nor the access to a motor 
vehicle. 
     For two weeks the new alphabet was applied to draft letters, and for two weeks, Reginald 
and Bethany Ampersand refused to drive Peter to visit his old school. 
*** 
 Peter tested well when he was applying to a new primary school, so well in fact, that he was 
not allowed in. Instead, he was pushed up into year eight, and began attending classes at 
Apple Burrows State High school, where Collin Ampersand had been attending since 
graduating his private primary school where the bullies were very much unstabbed with 
paddlepop sticks.  
     And instead of answering questions about what divided by x equals what, Peter 
Ampersand made up stories about how he lost his fingers. telling them in his uneven and 
modulating voice. 
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     ‘Shark attack,’ he’d say. 
     ‘Snow globe explosion,’ he’d say. 
     ‘I picked my nose too far,’ he’d say.  
     And Collin Ampersand, who at first wanted to protect Peter from people who could talk 
normally, found that his younger brother was more popular than him. 
     He also found that jealousy tasted like vegemite, although that might have been the 
sandwiches he had at lunch times. It was at lunch times that he saw the number of people 
talking to Peter on the handball courts, while counting among his own friends only a pen and 
a book of poems that grew each day.  
*** 
Peter even tried to get Angry Andy to deliver a letter to young Hanna Carlton, and managed, 
once, to meet him in secret in the same backyard where his fingers were removed.  
     ‘Help a guy out?’ Peter asked.  
     ‘Mum said I’m not supposed to follow any instructions anymore.’ 
     ‘Isn’t that an instruction?’ Peter asked.  
     Angry Andy had not considered this before. He took the letter from Peter, put it in his 
pocket, and left through the same hole in the fence he arrived by, and went home where he 
fell asleep that night wondering if it was possible to keep the promise he made to his mother 
about not following instructions. 
*** 
Noisy marbles, rolling all over the damn place. 
*** 
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 In the end, it was easier to throw the note in the bin. Unopened. Angry could do that for 
Peter, at least. Not open the note.  
     And so it went to the garbage dump, where it decomposed. It changed. And in a way, the 
note died, like everything does. It became part of planet Earth. 
*** 
And here it is: 
                 
*** 
Accompanying the note, written on the envelope it died in, were some instructions. It told 
whoever opened the envelope that the most commonly used letter in the English language is 
the letter E, and that in this instance E looked like an asterisk. It also said that if the opener 
wanted to, they could try and figure out what the note said starting like that, and then working 
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out what the other letters might by guessing at the small words, and then guessing some of 
the bigger ones until it was all filled in.  
*** 
Young Hanna Carlton never received the note, of course, and didn’t hear of the secret 
alphabet until many years later. It was Collin who told her about it. But like most poets, good 
or bad, he didn’t tell her straight, he made it confusing, and tried to make meaning in as little 
space as possible.  
     He did that by writing a poem about it, which he read aloud at the next open mic night at 
the Bedfellows University Guild Bar, four weeks after Belgrave had made it rain inside. 
*** 
Hanna was in the audience.  
     Collin was on stage. 
     This is what he said: 
    ‘This poem is called Secret Alphabet,’ he said. ‘My brother and I made one up when we 
were kids. He was trying to impress a girl. And that’s what I’m trying to do right now. So 
here it is: 
     A is a K that kicks too high and too late 
     B is a T with a box in its arm 
     C is a man looking sideways, with a hat and an eyepatch 
     D is a question mark that forgot how to dot 
     E is an arsehole, at least that’s what Vonnegut would say. 
     F is forever 
     G is an eagle that lost its beak. 
     H is a hangman, keeping score 
     I is an N, backwards, and drunk 
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     J is a dot that sees too much.  
     K is F, that refuses to be happy 
     L is T, doing a handstand on the grass 
     M is square, made of lines that are diagonal 
     N is an R, living in the shadow of its father 
     O is the T, falling in the grass 
     P is a Zed with a spear through its head 
     Q is a puppy, or at least its mouth 
     R is a tick, rigid in its assuredness 
    S is a symbol used to imply balance, only the balance is straight, and the grass isn’t there to 
catch you when the handstand is over. 
     T is a spiral, because it’s dizzy on the ground. 
     U is flag, broken, or bent, but still trying to fly right 
     V is sticks, broken AND bent, so the flag won’t feel too bad 
     W is side boob, from slightly above 
     X is like an X, but the best part is the curve 
     Y is a squiggle, a straight line, and the dot from the D 
     And Zed is like that too, but holding on, so the dot won’t join the T, where it’s not really a 
letter, but a thing on the ground.’ 
*** 
And then Collin Ampersand, who knew what Hanna looked like, and knew what kind of pen 
she preferred, pointed into the crowd, pointed right at Hanna Carlton and said ‘What’s your 
name?’ 
     Hanna looked everywhere but at Collin. Her stutter was gone, but crowds, and the act of 
talking in front of them, made her electricity nervous, and instead of answering, she shook 
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her head. And then shook it again, letting her eyes tell the story of her stutter, without the 
words she was afraid of finding.   
     ‘I can’t finish until I know youre name.’ 
     ‘N    ,’ Hanna said. ‘Just n    .’  
     The crowd, if twenty people in jeans and smelly t-shirts can be called a crowd, demanded 
something from Hanna. 
      They demanded Collin finished his poem, and they let Hanna know all about it, with their 
noises, if not their words. ‘Say your name,’ the crowd’s noise said. ‘We think it’s appropriate.’  
     ‘Say it any way you want,’ Collin said. 
     And I tell you, she did.  
     She sang her name, holding onto the end of it, letting it ring out, just like they taught her at 
the Southern Queensland Academy of Speech and Education. 
     And Collin finished the poem by writing her name, in wide sweeping letters, on the 
whiteboard at the back of the stage where they usually wrote drink specials.  
It looked like this: 
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And when Hanna’s name was written on the whiteboard, and Collin bowed because he 
thought that’s what poets did at live readings, and the crowd had finished saying things with 
their noise, and the MC called for a drinks break, Collin stepped down from the stage, and 
pulled from his pocket the pen he had taken from Hanna when the light outside was throbbing 
with the silent sirens attached to firetrucks.  
     ‘Hi, Hanna,’ he said. ‘I’m Collin Ampersand.’    
*** 
Getting someone to enjoy saying something in front of a crowd is a good thing, and hard to 
do.  
     And in this instance, it was an accident. It was also a stolen accident.  
     Collin had not written a poem since the last poetry reading. He had not been able to find 
any words worth writing, let alone ones worth throwing into the air as temporary agents of 
his seduction.  
     And so he looked for old words. 
     He flipped through his collection of notepads, reading through perhaps the most stridently 
collected pieces of unpublished gibberish the world has ever seen, and came across a page he 
had not seen since he was child. And from that page he wrote his poem to seduce Hanna 
Carlton, or at least get her to have a drink with him.  
     All he did was describe what was on that page, in a confusing, and small space. 
*** 
There was a piece of paper that looked almost exactly the same as the page in Collin’s book, 
which had died in an envelope and become part of planet Earth. The envelope had some 
words written on it, and right at the bottom said, ‘But in case you don’t want to figure out 
what a secret language looks like, there is one included in here for you.’ 
*** 
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     Before it died, the page looked like this: 
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The inside of a human body looks like a lunchbox full of dogfood.  
     The corpse of Collin Ampersand looked like a lunchbox full of dogfood, except that the 
dogfood looked as though it had been played with before being packed. This is exactly what 
had happened. The autopsy required every organ to be removed, weighed, biopsied, and 
replaced. Not much care is put into replacing the organs. Nobody needs them anymore. The 
only use they had, after death, was in the data they could provide, and once that data was 
harvested, the dogfood was reseeded lazily, and the corpse sowed back up.   
     The corpse of Collin Ampersand was spread out over a work bench in Mrs Hobsons 
garage. Pots of paint surrounded the body, and there were canvases stacked and leaning 
against walls. It was dark in there. The garage door had been padlocked shut from the inside, 
with big chains looping through the roller mechanism.  
     Belgrave was able to outright steal the corpse of Collin Ampersand before it was turned 
into ash, like the burned down cigarettes on Belgrave’s bedside table, because I made him 
able to move like a fat cat. And so, using Mrs Hobson’s yellow van, with the driver’s seat 
pushed back to capacity, and the suspension nearly buckling, Belgrave made off into the 
mischievous night with a lunchbox full of dogfood that he called friend.     
*** 
Belgrave had helped Collin finish a note before he died. The note, which was written over 
one of Belgrave’s own drawings, was a goodbye and a because. It was folded in the fat man’s 
pocket as he opened the corpse of Collin Ampersand up on his work table. The autopsy had 
left a large Y engraved into the corpse’s chest, bright metallic staples holding the skin 
together.  He used pliers to pry them from their fleshy grip, and rested the staples, one by one, 
in a plastic cup – the kind he usually used to mix his paints.   
     Belgrave started his harvest then, taking the organs, already decomposing, and used a 
meat tenderiser to squish them, to spread them out and make spaces between the molecules.   
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 I gab a lot, me. Comes with the inches. I’ve got a long tongue 
that wraps its way around an idea and won’t let go till it’s 
ink on a page. 
     I haven’t gabbed about Hanna yet. I didn’t know how to 
talk about her for a long time. She made me feel good. Inside, 
where a band-aid’s no use, she made me feel good. 
     I’ll tell you a story about Phil instead. And maybe it’s 
a story about Hanna too. 
     Since that night when Phil set the sprinklers off he was 
kind of behind me around at uni. He’d be there at lunchtime in 
the refectory, his peepers all over me. Or in the book shop, 
hiding behind shelves as I thumbed through expensive words.  
     But then he started palavering in his velvet cutting 
voice. Gabbing about how if I wanted to talk to Hanna again 
I’d need to do something noteworthy.  
     That was his vo-cab-u-la-ry. Noteworthy. Like somebody’d 
write it all down one day. Which, I guess, they did.  
     I wanted to write a poem but the words, Jesus, the words 
wouldn’t come.  
      And Philip said to me, ‘Why don’t you look through your 
books, find something you can work with.’ 
     I tore through everything I’d ever written until I came 
across that secret alphabet. I liked that Pete tried to use it 
to talk to a girl. That’s what I wanted my poem to do. I 
showed Phil and he said ‘write it out, write out the letters 
as words.’ 
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     And I did.  
     Phil wasn’t at the alphabet reading. Said he’d only make 
things difficult. Said that maybe, in time, if I got together 
with Hanna he and her might become friends.  
     She never took to him. Said it was because he was 
arrogant.  
     Pete never got along with him either but not because Phil 
was arrogant. Pete always got along with everyone. Was solid 
popular. I never asked about Pete not liking Phil. 
     Maybe I should have?  
     No. They just didn’t peep level on somethings. Had 
opinions of difference is all.  
 
It’s hard to pony the words I should say about Hanna.  
     She used to talk to me.  
     She read my poetry. Gave me feedback. 
     She was alive.  
     Goddammit.  
 
Rule three: Goddammit.  
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   There was a box in Mrs Hobson’s garage where Belgrave intended his friend the corpse to 
go. It was hermetically sealed, about the size of a deep freezer, which is what the box use to 
be, before Belgrave made some technical and mechanical adjustments. 
     He added some electronically controlled vents, for instance, that could open upon 
command to let oxygen into the contraption, and then close back up against the world around 
it.  
     Then there was the sawdust in the bottom. That was important. Belgrave had two large 
bags of it resting against the wall next to his contraption. 
     The corpse’s pulverised heart was the first thing to go into the contraption. It was flattened, 
and burst, the thick muscles that used to pump goo around the body were torn threads of a 
device that no longer functioned, and perhaps, depending on your philosophy, never 
functioned correctly in the first place.   
     It was a pump, that’s all it ever was, and now it was broken.  
*** 
There was an artist up here some time ago who absolutely loved plumbing. His name was 
Marcel Duchamp and he looked like this:  
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When Duchamp got to my playground, he felt he had to explain himself. 
     ‘Everybody misunderstood,’ he said.    
     ‘Everything’s in the book,’ I told him. ‘It’s up to you what you do with it.’  
     And do you know what he did with his book? He tore it up, word by word sometimes, and 
glued it back together so it was out of order.  
     ‘I fixed your book,’ he told me when he was done.  
     ‘Fine, just fine’ I said. ‘Where do you think it’s best to go then?’ 
     ‘No, look, I have to explain. What it means. It’s very important.’ 
     ‘Sure,’ I said.     
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     He was talking, of course, about his famous artwork called Fountain from 1917 which 
was a ceramic urinal that he put in an art museum. He signed it with the name R. Mutt.  
     ‘It doesn’t mean what everyone thinks it means,’ Duchamp said. 
     I wrote the book of his life, so I know exactly what people said about it. There was a big 
stink up over it at first, people saying it wasn’t art, that he hadn’t made it, and that he was 
basically telling people that art is what you urinate on. 
     Then the idea caught on that he was challenging something. About perception. About 
usefulness and space.  
     The original went missing and I know what happened to it, put it in his book. Fountain 
was ground up into bits in a landfill where it died like an alphabet in an envelope. But there 
are replicas. All over the place, there are official replicas that museums buy to exhibit. And 
you know what people try and do to the replicas?  
     They look at them, that’s what. They talk about how it challenges notions of perception, 
usefulness, and space.  
     And some people, the adventurous ones, some ironic and some earnest, they try to urinate 
on the urinal replicas. They slip their wangs through perspex cases and let rip. Or they put 
their urine in a squeeze bottle and they piss that way, pre-prepared, facilitated, all over it. 
     ‘It wasn’t about perception or art,’ Duchamp said to me in my playground when he’d 
finished gluing his book back together. 
     ‘It was about toilets. That’s all. It was about toilets.’ 
*** 
Yes and about toilets: the Vander’s house had a bathroom with both a toilet and a shower. 
Holly Vander’s parents kept the laundry detergent and other household cleaning chemicals in 
a cupboard under the bathroom sink. 
     There was a bottle of bleach in the cupboard. 
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     If the bleach’s job was making someone not exist anymore, well, it could sure do that. It 
just wouldn’t taste very good.  
     And it didn’t.  
     When Holly Vander drank the bleach from the bathroom cupboard it didn’t taste like any 
kind of good she knew about.  
     It tasted exactly like a bad decision chemical would. Like guilt and love and regret and 
hospital floors.   
*** 
One thing Collin Ampersand never really thought about was that Hanna Carlton existed even 
when she wasn’t with Collin, or talking to him, or if being imagined in his head. Hanna lived 
in a small house, towards the edge of town, where the streets were gravel and there were no 
gutters. Grass from people’s front yards stretched out to meet the gravel road, and in some 
places, there were patches of dirt that helped one kind of ground meet another. When it rained, 
there was mud, and when the sun dried everything there was dirt again. 
     It was completely ordinary. 
     A small veranda was attached to the front of the house, which was on stilts, and there was 
a hint of a deck out the back. A hills hoist clothesline sprung from the ground in the backyard 
like helicopter blades, trying to fly the ground away. 
     Hanna hung her clothes there when there was dirt out the front. And when there was mud, 
and the air was wet, she hung them from a nylon cord strung up from one stilt to another 
under her house.  
     The inside of the house was what Hanna cared about. Its plain white walls were decorated 
with bookshelves, in almost every room, and on those shelves were books. A lot of them.  
     There was an encyclopaedia, a gift from her grandfather upon graduating from Bedfellows 
University. It was a thick collection, leather bound, and unopened for a number of years.  
124 
 
     There was fiction too, classic and modern. Homer sat next to Murakami. Bukowski was 
there, although Hanna had a particular distaste for him.  
     ‘Why do you have so many of his books,’ Collin asked her one night when the ground was 
mud.  
     ‘Because I want to know what I don’t like,’ she said. ‘And try to understand why I don’t 
like it.’ 
     There were modern popular science books as well. And old ones. Darwin was there.  
     Darwin is up here too, although he’s not allowed in the reading room anymore because of 
the stunt with the telescope.  
     Next to Darwin on Hanna Carlton’s bookshelf on Earth was some Dostoyevsky, some 
Helen Fielding, some Bahktin, and some Calvin and Hobbs. With Calvin and Hobbs I am 
talking about the cartoon strips in which a boy is friends with an imaginary tiger, and not the 
philosopher and the theologian (and anyway, that comic had more to say about being a 
human being than either of the two real guys did). 
     There was an order to the arrangement of books, but an odd one, and Hanna was the only 
librarian who could locate, easily, and quickly, a particular item.  
     She had created a library, was creating it still.   
     ‘What if we get a house together?’ Collin asked that same muddy night. ‘You’re not going 
to read all of these. You could chuck some of them.’ 
     And with a voice that did not stumble, she told Collin, as they were seated on the couch in 
her lounge room, ‘The whole point of a library is to have as many books as possible that you 
haven’t read. Otherwise it stops being a library. It becomes a museum.’   
     Yes, and we know, thanks to our friend Duchamp, that some people like to urinate in 
museums.  
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     She had notes spread through the pages, too, in her personal library. And this is what made 
its arrangement autobiographical. These notes did not constitute a philosophy, not anything as 
constricted as that, but they were reminders, and should she happen to pick up a book with a 
note in it, she would indeed be reminded.  
     On page fifty-four of Kafka’s Metamorphosis there was a note that said:  We can both be 
better people. On page twenty-five of Jenifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad: It’s 
inevitable. McEwen’s Amsterdam: It’s more than a promise, which can always turn sour. 
The note in Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea said: There will always be sharks. In 
James and the Giant Peach: Sometimes there will be big ones.  In Aron Aralston’s Between 
a Rock and a Hard Place: It’s hard to know exactly which part of you they will try to 
take. A Brave New World: Make more of yourself. Lord of the Rings The Fellowship of the 
Ring: Share it. Gulliver’s Travels, Book 1: Sometime in the future you will find you are 
bigger than before. Gulliver’s Travels, Book 4: Life is silly like that. Slaughterhouse 5: It 
doesn’t happen all at once. 2061 Odyssey Three: You’ll have legs like buildings. The call 
of Cthulhu: A mouth like the sky. The Road: Your fingers will touch someone else’s and 
they will know it.  Dracula: It’s good to be alive. 
     There were mementos too, that she kept in the pages of the books in her library. A receipt 
for condoms was folded and faded in the pages of a battered copy of The Bell Jar. She kept a 
blade of grass in The Grapes of Wrath, a small thing, not green anymore. It was from the park 
where she broke up with Collin Ampersand. It was after that conversation, where she heard 
the poem he had written, and the wine bottle had rolled away, that she went home to find 
some of the notes she left for herself. And on the bottom of her shoe she found the stowaway, 
skinny and near dead.  
     It was important to Hanna that she remembered, and so she put the grass in the book. 
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     But it was not the clipping, or any of her notes she was interested in at the moment. It was 
a particular note, written by someone else, that she wanted to read again, to translate. 
     This specific note was folded in a slim volume. A paper book held together with staples 
and photocopier ink. It was the only book of poems Collin had published, and he had 
published it himself at Officeworks. It was called Yes, and polar bears. 
     The note was from Peter Ampersand and here is what it said: 
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    *** 
Here was Hanna’s predicament: she had been tangled into the lives of the Ampersands, and 
even though both brothers were dead, she was tangled still. 
 *** 
She could go, drive somewhere, and to be romantic about it, she could drive right off a cliff. 
But she was not romantic about it, did not consider anything as drastic, and instead, translated 
Peter’s note into English on the back of a parking ticket from her purse.  
     The last four lines translated to this: 
I’m sorry. 
I’m hopeful. 
I’m here, 
Peter.  
*** 
Of the three declarative statements she translated, two of them also applied to Hanna Carlton. 
*** 
Collin Ampersand looked like a castaway stuck on an island that boasted an impressive 
computer set up. He was mostly left alone in the Heavenly Administration Building, by 
which I mean I didn’t really bother him, except once, to ask if he wanted some biscuits. He 
didn’t look up from his work, just typed, and said ‘if I wanted some biscuits, I’d go get some.’  
     Occasionally someone would materialise in front of him, and they would stare, at his hair 
which was now curling from his scalp because of the nervous tick he’d develop. Every time 
he came across something he disagreed with in one of my books, he’d run his fingers through 
his hair, pulling it up at the front, twisting it around, and then set his fingers back at the 
keyboard to amend, amend, amend. 
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     Once, an old man reassembled himself, having been killed by a brain aneurism back on  
Earth, and Collin looked up, in his makeshift loincloth, his springy hair, his glasses resting 
closer to the tip of his nose than the bridge, and  the man asked, ‘Is this it, am I in Heaven, are 
you God?’ 
     Collin, whose fingers were growing cramped with the constant movement between book, 
and keyboard, pointed at the reading room. ‘Yep,’ he said. ‘Congratulations. You’re a good 
person. If you were expecting a parade, you should have done something significant with 
your life. Go through that door and begin eternity.’ 
     And the man did, shuffled his feet, his wang dangling, into the reading room.  
*** 
 I sorted him out of course. Gave him his book, and set him straight.  
     It sure is fun watching Collin try to be me.   
*** 
Belgrave wasn’t trying to be me. He was trying to be Belgrave, and succeeding at that with 
grotesque verisimilitude.  
     The word verisimilitude is one of the reasons I uncreated dictionaries up here. 
     Belgrave had finished mashing up the internal organs that used to belong to Collin 
Ampersand. They were all inside his contraption now. And so were the arms and legs. 
Belgrave used a large saw to separate the limbs from the body, and then used a chisel to make 
an incision in the flesh, which he tore off in rough strips before smashing them flat with his 
meat hammer.  
     He broke the bones by weighting them across his worktable, and then whacking them. The 
smaller ones, like in the corpse’s fingers and toes, he simply pulled apart, smashed once, and 
then scooped up into his contraption.  
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     The ribs were the trickiest part of the whole business. Their curved frame made it hard, 
and dangerous, for Belgrave to simply attack with his hammer. He had to saw them a little, 
make them into smaller parts of ribs, before shuttling them off, like everything else, into his 
contraption.  
     He was left then, with only the corpse’s head. Large staples spread across the forehead and 
they reached around to the back of the scalp. The corpse’s head had already been cut open in 
the autopsy, his brain weighed, and then put right back where it belonged. 
     Belgrave removed the staples, and put them with the others in his plastic cup. 
*** 
If you have never held a human brain, it is a lot less sturdy than you might think. It can’t be 
picked up, really, unless you apply a chemical that hardens it, without it imploding softly 
where your fingers touch it.  
     It had already imploded from the autopsy. 
     What Belgrave picked up was like globs of jelly, thick but weak, and the slightest bit of 
pressure caused it to fold in on itself and disintegrate into smaller globs still.  
     In the end, Belgrave had to use a large spoon to scoop it all out, scraping the sides of the 
skull to collect it all, and flicked the mess into his contraption with the rest of the corpse.  
     Then it was the tongue. He chopped through that with some fabric scissors, cutting the 
tough little muscle as close to the root as he could. He used the chisel again after that, 
positioning it at the hinge in the jaw, and, with enough downward pressure from his hammer, 
it came lose on one side, and then the other, and the teeth he plainly smashed, pulverised until 
the shards were as small as he could get them.  
     It all went into his contraption. 
     He saved the eyes for last, popped them out of the skull with a little finesse and a teaspoon. 
They dangled from their optic nerve, still attached to the recesses of the skull, but not, of 
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course, the brain. When they were free from their sockets, he tossed the open dome of the 
corpse’s head, and the rest of the skull into his box, and looked at those eyes, which he rested 
on the table. They did not reveal anything of a soul, or the electricity which had illuminated 
them. They were dull little orbs the colour of dirty dishwater.  
     He took large scoops of sawdust, cupping his hands together as if in open prayer, and let it 
fall into the contraption over the mess he had made of the corpse of Collin Ampersand, and 
then, deciding prayers were not enough, he hefted one of the sawdust bags, his heart pumping 
its fatted blood through his veins, and let the soft flakes of wood fall from the bag in an 
avalanche until the mess was completely covered. He placed the bag against the wall, reached 
an ungloved hand into the contraption, gave the contents a stir and closed the lid, sealing it 
off from oxygen, sealing the smell off from the outside world.  
     Those eyes went into one of his plastic paint cups, rolled around against each other like 
soft marbles, and Belgrave tipped some paint, thick and black, from a large squeeze bottle 
into the cup along with them. He stirred the colour into the marbles, and stirred the marbles 
into the colour, using the end of a fat paintbrush to push everything around and mash at the 
same time.  
     He was only just getting started.  
     There was a knock then, a sharp concussion on the internal door leading from the garage 
into a thin hallway that let out on Mrs Hobson’s kitchen. 
     ‘Belgrave,’ Mrs Hobson’s voice followed the concussion, ‘someone’s here to see you. 
And you best be polite!’  
*** 
Upon hearing the mighty fists of Mrs Hobson on the internal door, Belgrave looked over his 
work table, which looked exactly like he had taken apart a human body on it, and his 
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painter’s smock, which was similarly covered in the stains created by pulling apart one of my 
creations. 
     ‘One moment, Mrs Hobson,’ he said. ‘Please tell my guest one moment. I must arrange 
myself, for I am not suitably dressed for company.’   
     He threw a drop sheet over the work table, where the instruments of uncreation sat, where 
the blood was. The sheet was thick, and liquids would not soak through it for some time.  
      Then he took his shirt off, used it to wipe his face, and dropped it into an empty bucket. 
He dunked his hands into another bucket, this one filled with water dirtied by old 
paintbrushes, and washed his fat little fingers. He splashed his face, smearing the water all 
over.   
     ‘I’m afraid I’m quite a mess, Mrs Hobson. I may not be my usually well put together self.’ 
     ‘Don’t reckon I care much, to tell you the truth. Don’t keep yer guest waiting. I’m not 
good at small talk.’ 
     Belgrave tipped paint over himself then, spread it around with his fingers, reds, blues, 
letting them mix on the large surface area of his chest and stomach.  
     His hair was wild, his eyelids pulled far back into his face, and his body looked like a 
bruise. He opened the door, to find Mrs Hobson in her afternoon slacks, next to Hanna 
Carlton, each holding a cup of tea in their hands.  
     ‘Hanna,’ Belgrave said, ‘you have my apologies for keeping you waiting. Please, step into 
my studio.’  
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For a kid who liked poetry, Collin Ampersand sure did fly under the radar of about everyone 
at Apple Burrows State High School. And he had a maths teacher who thought Collin’s name 
was Craig.  
     There was no reason for that, at least none that constitutes logic or sound reasoning, just 
the outcome of an already full brain not making enough room for something new like the 
name of a student.  
     And so the teacher, who did not like Craig much, did not think he would amount to 
anything, pulled him aside after class one day and told him so. 
     ‘Ampersand, I need to talk to you,’ he said. He wore glasses, that teacher, whose name 
was Mr Kinny, and he wore pink shirts sometimes. Never a tie, always open necked was Mr 
Kinny, and good with algebra and physics. Well, good enough without understanding the 
molecular forces that actually spin everything and everyone. He said this to Collin/Craig 
Ampersand, ‘You outta be more like your brother. Good head on his shoulders. Not overly 
bright, but a grinder. He works at it, Ampersand, you hear what I’m saying? School’s nearly 
out for you and if you want to get into university, you need a pass on maths. A pass, 
Ampersand, not a tried hard.’ 
     And Collin/Craig stood there in the empty classroom, stared at his shoes, and said, ‘Yes, 
Sir.’  
     ‘And another thing, Craig. Why do you have to frown all the time? Tell a joke once in a 
while!’ 
     ‘It’s Collin, Sir. Not Craig.’ 
     ‘Don’t play games with me boy, I’ll smack you then fail you. Now go.’ 
     And Collin did.  
*** 
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The problem wasn’t that he couldn’t do maths, especially at the remedial level he was 
studying, the bare minimum required for university entrance; it was that numbers held for 
Collin Ampersand a mystery far greater than he could unlock.  
     He couldn’t get meaning from them. Even when he calculated the correct answer, he 
couldn’t get meaning.  
     And so he asked his brother. 
     ‘I need your help,’ he said to Peter Ampersand, whose hand had healed, and whose 
popularity at school was based not on his physical deformity, but on the jokes he made, the 
stories he told.  
     ‘Can’t help ugly,’ Peter said. ‘Just grin and bear it.’ 
     ‘Funny.’ 
     ‘Show a guy some respect. Laugh at his wit.’ 
     ‘I need your help with maths.’ 
     ‘How about we drink some draino. That sounds like more fun.’ 
     ‘God. Ok. PLEASE, will you help me with maths?’  
     ‘What’s in it for me? You got a blowjob in your pocket?’ 
     ‘You’re so gross.’ 
     ‘I’d give you the finger but, you know, someone bit the middle one off.’ 
     ‘I’ll owe you. That’s all I can do. I’ll owe you something, anything. You can ask me at 
any time, from now until the end of time. Ok? That’s all I can offer.’ 
     ‘You only had to ask, big brother.’  
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*** 
And so Peter Ampersand helped Collin Ampersand understand quadratic equations. And 
Algebra. And some volume formulas were in there too. The next term, Collin’s last term, was 
spent not flunking maths because Peter Ampersand helped him with his homework, and then 
every Sunday afternoon, sat with him for an hour working out problems in one of Collin’s 
notebooks. 
     They came across their secret alphabet in a notebook one of those Sundays. 
     And Collin, who was having a particularly hard time with rationalising and simplifying 
the following: 
√2𝑥
3
−  √54𝑥
3
√2
3  
asked Peter, ‘Did you ever use that alphabet we made up?’ 
     Peter was on Collin’s bed, throwing a tennis ball in the air and catching it with his good 
hand. Collin was on the floor, his book open in front of him.  
     ‘I used it a bit.’ Peter said. ‘Wrote that girl a note. Never heard back from her. Last 
I heard from Andy, and this is a couple years ago now, before he moved up north, 
she up and left too, moved to the city.’ 
     ‘Bummer,’ Collin said.  
     ‘Simplify,’ Peter said.  
     ‘I’m just saying, it’s a bummer.’ 
     ‘Your just saying isn’t simplifying anything, let alone the problem in front of 
you.’ 
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     ‘Still, bummer.’ 
*** 
And it was. To young Hanna Carlton, Peter Ampersand was a boy who had performed a 
magic trick and then actually disappeared. Or maybe a little more.  
     She had her imagination. And it had grown with her into young womanhood. By the time 
she was at university, after several adolescent relationships, both of the gropey kind and the 
wet blanket kind, she had built up the boy who did magic tricks in her mind as a phantom of 
potential. To university Hanna Carlton, Peter Ampersand was an impossibly wonderful 
combination of grown up human traits.  He was a phantom who had nothing do with the 
actual Peter Ampersand.  
     And she met Collin, not knowing he was related to the boy who she imagined had grown 
many muscles, and could play the piano, and dammed if he couldn’t sing as well, and was 
kind to children, and who, because of his intelligence, would be infatuated with her should 
they ever meet as adults. 
     But university Hanna Carlton was also a realist. When Colin Ampersand had singled her 
out, had written something about her, actually wrote her name on a whiteboard in some kind 
of funny alphabet, it was close enough. 
     At least close enough to meet him, maybe once for a coffee, or a wine, and get to know 
him a little. 
*** 
Here is the funny thing about love: it is not an offshoot of evolution, it is not part of biology. 
It is chemical, yes, but it is wild chemistry, mad scientist stuff, potions mixing in an easily 
implodable brain, and the outcome is an unstable mixture, volatile, useless in a practical 
sense.  
     Love is a design flaw. 
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*** 
Contemporary Hanna Carlton’s car was parked in the street, in the part of town where gutters 
were plentiful. It was a short drive, and the houses along the way grew wider and the lawns 
grew neater.  When Mrs Hobson opened her front door, she looked past Hanna, to the front 
yard, to the street. Her eyes were shifting.    
     ‘Didn’t think you’d come, love.’ Mrs Hobson said 
     ‘Wasn’t going to,’ Hanna said.  
     ‘He has a way of getting under your skin. I know, lord I know. He had power tools going 
this morning. Never seen him out of his room so much, since your boy passed.’ 
     ‘I have to talk to him.’ 
     ‘Of course, love. You have to finish things. Let em go. You don’t have to do it now, 
though. Take some time. The fat man’s not going anywhere.’ 
     ‘I have to talk to him.’ 
     ‘Ok, then.’ Mrs Hobson said. 
 
If there is a more dangerous phrase, I haven’t created it. More ill has been done in the world 
for the sake of those words than any ideology, any religion.  
     Ok then is biology and it is thunder.  
*** 
And here is a real bummer: For their first date Collin took Hanna to the most romantic place 
he could think of. But truth be told, Collin didn’t think of it at all. It was Peter Ampersand 
who had the bright idea to have a picnic at the edge of the universe. 
     The conversation where this idea was exchanged happened over the phone, Peter in the 
kitchen of his parent’s house, and Collin at a payphone on campus. 
     ‘I want a mobile for Christmas,’ Peter said. 
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I went through a phase, alright? Soon after I got up to the 
big H, I went through this phase where I was trying to be G-O-
D. 
     I told whatever functioned as hair follicles to grow, and 
they did. My beard reached down to my chest. Then I worked on 
making it white. Anyone who came into the admin building, I 
told them I was the big man.     
     Godammit, all people want is to know they’re in the right 
place. That’s what I did. I told em,‘You made it, you’re 
exactly where you should be, and you’re on time too.’ 
     I was in charge, alright? All on my lonesome and all 
because I had the inches to make it so.  
    And Hanna, oh Jesus, what is actually happening down 
there, is Philip going to do something crazy is he unhinged is 
it Jeremy’s fault is it all going to be 
     I’m in charge alright. Even if I can’t fake that past 
tense, knowing thing, that Jeremy does. Even if I can’t ran. 
Even if my inches only take me so far, even if I’m stuck in 
the present and all I’ve got is this book and a desk and an 
idea, whatever happens I know I’m better off up here where I 
believe in something where I can make a difference and that 
difference is in telling people ‘You made it, you’re exactly 
where you should be, and you’re on time too.’ 
     I loved her.  
     Love. I love Hanna. Can I still use present tense? 
Grammar is hard when you’re dead. 
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     I mean God; Grammar is hard when you’re God. And that’s 
Me. I’m Him.  
     Love isn’t a design flaw. I’m making that clear right now,   
      
 
Rule four: you’re in the right 
place. 
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     ‘That’s not why I’m calling.’ 
     ‘I asked Mum and Dad, but they said it was too expensive.’ 
     ‘I need some advice,’ Collin said.  
     ‘Jesus, can you do anything without asking your little brother for instructions?’ 
     ‘I was calling to talk to Dad.’ 
     ‘Not here. Work. Mum’s only started drinking if you want to talk to her.’ 
     ‘Shit.’ 
     ‘What’s it about? Forget how to use your ding dong?’ 
     ‘It’s about relationships. Or, um, dating. A date. With a girl. Who’s going on a date with 
me.’ 
     Peter Ampersand, who was in grade eleven at the time of this conversation, had only 
kissed one girl, and he was drunk when he did it. It was the first time Peter had tried alcohol, 
and he didn’t like the taste or the fuzzy thinking that came with it. He was sick the next day 
and only vaguely remembered a girl in his grade smashing her lips against his at the party.  
     He found out at school on the following Monday that he’d puked then, hurled his guts up 
right when she was kissing him.  
     To Collin Ampersand, he said this: ‘Google it.’ 
     ‘I don’t think there are websites for what I’m trying to figure out.’  
     ‘Brother,’ Peter Ampersand said, ‘not only are there websites, but I’m pretty 
sure they are the sole purpose the internet exists.’ 
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     ‘Pete,’ Collin said, ‘Don’t be gross.’ 
     ‘What’s your question? Doctor Pete has all the answers. Is it prophylactics? 
Best positions? Proper diet before sexual congress?’ 
     ‘This is the worst conversation I have ever been involved in.’ 
     ‘Diet is very important. Tantamount, I’d say, to successful intercourse.’ 
     ‘I’m going to fashion a noose from the phone cord.’ 
     ‘Ask Doctor Petey.’ 
     ‘Oh God, have mercy on me and send a lethal current through this phone to electrocute me 
where I stand.’ 
     ‘Oh, the Doctor knows all about kink.’ 
     ‘I just want to know where to go on a date!’ 
     ‘Ahh,’ Peter Ampersand said. ‘Location, Location, Location. That’s easy. Go 
somewhere romantic.’  
     ‘What’s romantic though?’ 
     ‘Dunno. And there’s no point in asking Dad. As far as I’m concerned, 
neither of our parents has ever had sex and we are undoubtedly test tube babies.’ 
     ‘It’s like you’re having your own conversation and I’m just watching. I’ll try back later. 
Tell dad I called.’ 
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     ‘Wait. I’ll help. What are your options? Where do people go in the city?’ 
*** 
The City, as Peter had called it, was somewhat of an exaggeration. The university campus 
was about an hour and a half away from Apple Burrows, in a town called Brigford. It was too 
big to be called rural but not big enough to require suburbs. Brigford had been a mining town 
in the 70s’, Bauxite mostly, but the ground had done run out of resources. Its population only 
really kept afloat because of the university set up by the mining company before it left town.  
     ‘The movies?’ Collin said. ‘But I want to talk. Maybe read some of my poetry.’ 
     ‘No need to dig yourself a hole there, buddy. Maybe lay off the poetry 
until you’re good and married.’ 
     ‘Hey, that’s it!’ Collin said. 
     And so because of Peter, Collin had the best idea of his existence.  
*** 
And after he stopped existing, when Collin’s corpse was disassembled inside Belgrave’s box, 
and his electricity was in the Heavenly Administration Building, Hanna Carlton stepped into 
Belgrave’s studio, which was actually just Mrs Hobson’s garage.  
     ‘This is it,’ she said to Belgrave when Mrs Hobson had closed the door, ‘this is where you 
tell me what you know, and it’s the last time we talk. You understand?’ 
     ‘My dear Hanna, your anger is misplaced.’ Belgrave was a mess. Beyond the work table 
the light in the room dissipated, leaving garage junk – a bicycle, mouldy boxes, old suitcases 
– to linger in shadows. What lay beyond those items could be anything. Spiders, probably. 
Maybe a wasp’s nest. The poisonous inhabitants of the dark. It was in the light, however, that 
the most danger existed. ‘Please sit down,’ Belgrave said, his chest red and blue, his pudgy 
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neck a concertina, as he pulled a dusty foldout chair from under his work bench, and opened 
it onto the cement floor.  
     Hanna did not sit, stayed where she was, and rather than exhale, as a person might at the 
frustration of dealing with someone whose lust for pageantry was disruptive, she said, 
‘Enough with the stalling.’ 
     ‘Hanna, I will give you what I promised to give you. Collin wanted me to pass onto you 
his last words, but more than that, he wanted them to have meaning. Do you understand what 
I’m trying to say? I need to give you the context, as well as the words themselves. Because 
without context, words are just sounds. They are noise.’ 
     Hanna, of course, had a great deal of knowledge about sounds and words, especially the 
sounds that words make when they refuse to leave your mouth.  Context is about as useful to 
someone who has something to say, and who cannot say it, as a piano would be to Peter 
Ampersand. 
     So Hanna sat in the chair. She could feel the need to sneeze start to build, held her finger 
under her nose to stop it. Her eyes watered a little because of it. Belgrave took that as 
submission.  
     ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now, to understand what I’m about to tell you, you have to understand 
where the edge of the universe is.’  
*** 
Even when he was alive Collin Ampersand knew where the edge of the universe was. At least, 
he knew where one edge of the universe was. It was more of a metaphor than a literal thing. 
And when I say metaphor, I mean it was a big hole in the ground.  
     ‘Wow, it’s pretty big,’ Hanna Carlton said on their first date, which was at the old 
Brigford Quarry. It hadn’t been used for a decade, was cut into the ground with ledges like 
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stairs for giants that led down to hard rock. And Collin Ampersand stood with Hanna Carlton 
on the edge of that universe, looking over that big, ridged, hole in the ground.  
     ‘It was the most romantic place I could think of,’ Collin said. ‘Not that I’m trying to be 
romantic or anything. Just, you know, keeping it real. Yeah. I keep it real, that’s what I do.’  
     Hanna, who hadn’t seen a natural wonder before, had not left Queensland in her twenty 
years of existence, was struck by the simple magnitude of this man-made one. ‘I hope it was 
useful,’ she said.  
     That’s when Collin unrolled the blanket under his arm, set a carry bag on it, and sat down. 
Hanna sat too, and they talked the way nervous people talk, with hurried laughter and short 
sentences.   
*** 
Belgrave had some sentences too. ‘The edge of the universe is a concept, you understand, an 
idea more than place. It is representative of the total accumulated ability of the human 
species.’ Belgrave put a large canvas, dusty white and blank, on an easel while he was talking. 
He fished under the blanket draped on his workbench, without removing it, until he found a 
pencil, and started to sketch on the canvas an oval. ‘I am not talking about heavens or the 
cosmos; I am talking about the edge of reason. Of experience. Collin was at the edge of 
reason when he conveyed to me his last words, and I believe them to be the only words he 
ever put together that are worth anything.’ 
     Hanna said nothing, let Belgrave prattle, felt her heart – her pump – whatever you want to 
call it, she felt it sweat. It may well have been as broken as the one pulverised in the metallic 
box against the garage wall. 
     ‘Collin was a poet all of his life, even before he started calling himself that. He looked for 
meaning, as poets do, and that was his failure. There is no meaning, Hanna, no criteria with 
which to judge success or failure, no beginning, middle, or end, and certainly no point.’  
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*** 
‘I don’t know if this hole was useful at all,’ Collin said at the edge of the universe when the 
conversation had died down. ‘But it’s here, and that’s something to think about.’ He went 
looking in the carry bag then for his notepad. There was a poem, of course, that he’d written 
for Hanna for their first date. But the notepad wasn’t in the bag, not that he could see. He 
pulled the items out, some sandwiches, a bowl of cherries, one by one.  
     ‘Are you looking for something?’ Hanna asked. 
     ‘No, um,’ Collin said, stalling. He remembered putting the book in there, slipping it down 
the side when everything else was packed. ‘Tell me about yourself. Where did you go to 
school? What’s your greatest fear? Have you ever killed a man just to watch him die?’ 
     Collin did not find the book, and Hanna, who had so much trouble with pauses when she 
was younger, did not find any at the edge of the quarry. She talked about herself. And Collin, 
well, he listened.  
*** 
‘Let me give you an example,’ Belgrave said. ‘There is a poem he wrote about you –’ but 
Hanna cut him off, pinched the bridge of her nose. 
     ‘They were all about me,’ she said. ‘You’re wasting my time, aren’t you? A fat man who 
misses his friend, looking for relevance.’ She stood then, moved towards the door when 
Belgrave put himself in her way.  
     ‘Do not mistake me,’ he said. ‘You have not read this poem. I removed it from his 
possession years ago. It is only to demonstrate my point.’ 
     And then he recited Collin’s words in his shredded velvet voice:  
 
‘At the edge of it 
The universe is beige 
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Only a canvas,’ 
     He said.  
*** 
On the date at the edge of the universe, about a hundred million years ago, or if you are a 
linear being I guess it was closer to seventeen years ago, Hanna Carlton found that words 
tumbled out easily from her lips when Collin was quiet, when he was not preoccupied with 
waiting to tell her something, to share with her something from his own head. Listening is a 
powerful aphrodisiac, yes, but it is not magic. Hanna felt herself attracted to Collin 
Ampersand because she found that she could talk in front of him. Not just articulate, but talk. 
*** 
The thing she found herself talking about was a boy who showed her a magic trick when she 
was fourteen years old.  
*** 
‘It’s tripe, you see,’ Belgrave said. ‘Rubbish.’  
     Hanna was still standing, the fat man between her and the door. She felt her electricity 
wanting to kick Belgrave in the gonads. This is a reaction quite a few people have to 
Belgrave, especially when he talks to them. I designed the gonads specifically to hang there, 
out in the open as it were, because I am fair and I am just.  
*** 
Kicking someone who deserves it in the gonads is about the closest thing to Heaven an alive 
person can experience.  
     Getting kicked in the gonads is about the closest to the other place, too.  
     Hanna did not kick Belgrave in the gonads. Instead, she returned to her seat. She folded 
her hands in her lap, and said, ‘Collin wasn’t a very good poet.’  
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     ‘The words choked out with his dying breath, however,’ Belgrave said, ‘they are worthy 
of repeating.’ And so he repeated them. He leaned in and Hanna could smell his rotten breath 
as Belgrave whispered to her the last words of Collin Ampersand.  
     And in response Hanna said this:         
 
‘                      .’             
          
 
*** 
The silence in the room was heavier than Belgrave, and the canvas held on to the oval 
Belgrave had sketched, it’s hollow shape like the dead eye of some kind of deity watching 
over everyone without judgment, without intervention, and without responsibility.  
     You might think Belgrave was drawing a picture of me. 
     He wasn’t 
     It looked to Hanna like a hole, maybe one at the edge of the universe, or maybe one at its 
centre, and it made her tongue taste like a pause again. She couldn’t swallow the pause and 
she couldn’t spit it up. So she tried to scratch it out. Her fingernails went to her lips and she 
tried to scratch that pause right from her mouth. Instead of removing her pause, Hanna 
Carlton removed quite a lot of blood, all of it drawn from the apparatus of speech.     
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     Her tongue refused to dance and her eyes closed and she fell from the chair onto the floor 
with ragdoll reflexes. 
     ‘Mrs Hobson,’ Belgrave yelled. ‘Mrs Hobson, raise the authorities! Hanna has slipped into 
unconsciousness. Do you hear me, Mrs Hobson, call the paramedics!’ 
     And that’s exactly what she did, used the phone in the kitchen, while Belgrave looked 
form his canvas to Hanna on the floor, and his face pulled back into a grin that was more 
teeth than lips.  
*** 
And at the edge of the universe, where Hanna Carlton’s tongue was wagging, Collin 
Ampersand realised that he was not the first Ampersand to meet Hanna, that he was not even 
the first Ampersand to try to impress her, and that he would not be the last to fall in love with 
her.  
     That’s what Collin would call simplifying a formula that matters. 
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Collin Ampersand looked quite spiffy at the administration desk in Heaven. The loincloth 
he’d fashioned from chair material in the Library looked like it might itch, though, if he was 
anything other than electricity. His hair was growing wild, and the beard that started as fine 
whisp had taken shape, had begun to form thickly on his chin and his cheeks. His glasses had 
slipped down his nose, hanging right at the edge as he looked from computer, to book, to 
page, and back again. And not his book! 
     He was trying to change the whole system. And you know what I say to that? 
     I say good luck, buddy. 
     He was not just trying to rewrite his story. He was trying to write everybody’s stories. The 
problem was Collin Ampersand wasn’t omnipresent. You need special kinds of feathers to be 
everywhere at once. And all he had was electricity. Still, it took a load off my beak. He was 
working on his commandments too, slipping them into this book, yes, but he was also 
slipping them into the books he was writing for everyone else. I say books. Really they were 
more like pamphlets. Bullet points. 
*** 
 When Holly Vander materialised in the Heavenly Administration building, Collin 
Ampersand was working on her bullet points.  
*** 
The way he wrote bullet points was by asking questions.  
     He asked Holly her name, and he copied that down. Then he asked her a bunch of 
questions that he could tick off on a questionnaire he designed.  If you think I’m bad, 
consider this: bureaucracy is the worst kind of omnipresence there is.   
     ‘Were you kind to animals?’ Collin asked.  
     ‘I guess so,’ Holly said.  
     ‘Did you tell the people you loved that you loved them often?’ 
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     ‘Mostly, I think.’ 
     ‘Have you ever made something with your hands?’ 
     ‘I made a pencil case in grade eight. A wooden one, with a plastic sliding lid.’ 
     ‘Good,’ Collin said. ‘Good. Have you ever uprooted a tree in anger?’ 
     ‘No.’ 
     ‘Kicked a dog or a small child?’ 
     ‘Maybe my brother when I was a kid.’ 
     ‘I see. And what is your greatest ever regret? The thing that twists you up inside and 
makes your feet sweaty late at night when you’re trying to sleep?’ 
     ‘Should I say kicking my brother? Is that important?’ 
     ‘There’s no right answer here. Just go with your gut.’ 
     And Holly Vander said, ‘I guess it was when I said Lana Ryan got fingered at the Blue 
Light Disco last year when I knew she hadn’t.’ 
     ‘I see,’ Collin said, noting her answer on his page. ‘And what is the best thing you’ve ever 
done?’ 
     ‘I don’t know,’ Holly said. She was scratching at her elbow, covering her breasts with her 
arms. ‘I haven’t saved anybody’s life or anything if that’s what you mean.’  
     ‘Anything at all,’ Collin said.  
     ‘Ok, well, I guess the kindest thing I’ve ever done was deciding to drink the bleach Mum 
kept under the laundry sink.’ 
     Collin looked up from his questionnaire then, noticed Holly’s nakedness for the first time. 
Her bony stature folding in on itself, her pubic region blocked from his view by the Heavenly 
Administration Desk. She looked like a stick figure, with thin dark hair cut short, just above 
her ears, and delicately drawn limbs. ‘Um,’ Collin said, ‘would you like a loincloth or 
something?’  
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     ‘Anything would be good,’ she said.  
     ‘I haven’t learned to materialise clothes or anything, but there’s some material I can rip off 
the chairs in the reading room if you like’ 
     And Holly Vander, the drinker of bleach, the liar of Blue Light Discos, the illustrated 
suicide, said this: ‘Is there a sewing machine around here?’ 
     That’s when I flew in. Found a perch right next to my fountain. The same place I was 
when I met Collin for the first time. ‘Hi Holly, I’m Jeremy,’ I said. ‘And I’m here to give you 
some good news and some bad news. The bad news is that there is a sewing machine up here. 
The good news is it’s in Hell!’   
*** 
Hanna Carlton was incapable of saying anything. Her stutter, once conquered, had returned 
with the strength of silence. Her vocal chords were fine. Her tongue could move. Her teeth 
were solid. The apparatus of speech was all in place and functional except for actually 
producing the coordinated effect of sound. 
     What a miracle! 
     She had to be sedated in the ambulance. She’d regained consciousness on the way to the 
Apple Burrows Base Hospital, and started scratching again. Trying to find that pause and tear 
it right out. 
     Because silence isn’t life threatening, after some doctors looked in her throat and treated 
the scratches she gave her lips, Hanna was admitted overnight and given a bed with a track 
curtain. She was groggy when Mrs Hobson came into her ward, only just coming out of the 
fog of sedation, and even in that fog, she could taste the pause.  
     Mrs Hobson pulled the curtain back and saw Hanna’s hair was spread over the pillow in 
messy clumps. It gave her scratched up face a brown halo.  
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     ‘How’re you feeling, love?’ she asked, and Hanna’s eyes, bright despite their lids being 
heavy, stared at her. She moved her hand a little, made a drunken writing gesture, and Mrs 
Hobson found a note pad in the bedside table. She found a pen in her purse. 
     She gave them over to Hanna, and instead of scratching out a pause, Hanna scratched out 
some words.  
      
, she said. 
     ‘He’s up to no good, love. No good at all. Reckon someone should set him straight,’ Mrs 
Hobson said.   
     Hanna’s heavy lids closed over her bright eyes and the fog grew around her again. To the 
sleeping Hanna Carlton, Mrs Hobson said, ‘Reckon that someone is me.’   
*** 
 Mrs Hobson brought a lamington down to Belgrave’s studio. She’d put an extra scoop of 
protein powder in his tea and stayed put to make sure he drank it. ‘Poor girl, losing her voice 
like that,’ she said. ‘You didn’t actually have anything to do with it, did you, Philip?’ 
     Belgrave was sitting on a stool, chewing and breathing heavily though his nose. He’d put 
the lamington in his mouth whole. He sounded like an animal clawing for oxygen. And when 
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he swallowed, that was audible too. A deep, wet sound that reverberated from his throat. ‘All 
I did was talk to her,’ he said when his mouth was clear. ‘Her reaction, physical or 
psychological, spiritual, or emotional, is hers alone.’ 
*** 
 
And that was the moment Mrs Hobson decided that killing Philip Belgrave with the fat she 
was slowly adding to his frame, choking his organs with his own mass, was not rapid enough 
for her liking. 
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Yes, and that’s when I decided it wasn’t quick enough for me either.  
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The way Reginald Ampersand died was a heart attack. I made hearts need oxygen to function, 
and I made blood carry that oxygen all around the human body. Sometimes, though, when 
protein, calcium and other fatty matter build up to form plaque inside the heart, there can be 
trouble. Plaque is hard on the outside. Inside, it’s squishy like jelly. If there’s too much 
pressure that plaque can crack. And the human body, which is very good at stopping bleeding 
and so forth, responds by clotting around the cracked plaque. If it clots well enough the heart 
doesn’t get its oxygen. It starts to die. 
     The human body is great at killing itself off. 
     That’s the miracle of life. 
     Reginald Ampersand experienced the miracle of life on a Saturday afternoon, sitting 
behind his desk, at the Apple Burrows Heritage Bank in the year 2002. The stripes on his vest 
were nearly as thin as his arteries.  
     It was at his funeral that Hanna Carlton met Peter Ampersand for the second time.  
*** 
When he was up in my playground, reading his book in the library, Reginald Ampersand 
marked the page where Peter was born by folding the corner over and closed the book, 
resting it in his lap. He made a motion to straighten his waistcoat, which of course, he was 
not wearing, but bodily habits die hard when you’re electricity. 
     ‘I just want to know one thing,’ he said. 
     ‘What’s that?’ I asked. I flapped my wings a little. Sometimes I get restless, and flapping 
is about as productive as anything. I got up and flapped my way to the top of one of the 
bookcases. But that didn’t seem right. I flapped my way down again and landed on the 
armrest next to Reginald. ‘What do you want to know?’ 
     ‘Could I have made anyone happier than they already were?’ 
     He wanted to know, so I told him. ‘The short answer is yes.’ 
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     ‘What’s the long answer?’ 
     ‘You’re holding it,’ I said. 
*** 
The funeral was a church one, with a priest and everything. Reginald hadn’t been particularly 
religious, but he wanted a church funeral for the same reason he wore waistcoats to work 
every day: it just felt right to him.  
     Both the Ampersand brothers read something after the priest finished his talking. Collin 
read a poem, and here is part of what he said: 
 
Fathers are taller than buildings 
Their windows reflect back 
the potential 
and the past 
The future  
that, like them, 
will not last 
 
Because of the context, Collin didn’t feel bad when nobody clapped. 
*** 
Peter said a few short words, and unlike Collin, didn’t have them written out.  
     ‘Dad only taught me a few lessons, but they were important ones,’ he said. 
‘He taught me how to hold a pencil. How to hold a knife and fork. He showed me 
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how to pitch a tent and how to work hard. I guess the last lesson he has to teach 
me is the most important one, which is how to survive without him.’  
     And because of the context, Peter felt bad when everybody clapped. 
*** 
When everyone was clapping, and Collin Ampersand was holding Hanna’s hand in the front 
pew, Hanna realised that the young man who spoke with a funny voice used to be a magician.  
*** 
This all happened in Collin Ampersand’s last year of university, and he’d been dating Hanna 
Carlton for a little over two years. Before they got to the funeral, before Collin had written 
his poem for his father, he said this to Hanna Carlton in the cafeteria on campus: ‘When you 
come back to meet my family, there’re some things you should know.’  
     ‘It’s kind of a messed up time to meet everyone,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to be quiet, and 
not make a fuss about anything.’ 
     ‘Listen, my family isn’t like other families.’  
     What he meant was that his family had problems, which actually, meant his family was 
exactly like every other family that has ever existed. But there’s no need to quibble on the 
semantics too much. It all played out exactly the way it did, and that’s about as much as 
anyone can say about anything.  
     ‘My Mum’s a functional alcoholic,’ Collin Ampersand said. There was a sandwich in 
front of him, still in its plastic container. Hanna had half a meat pie in front of her. ‘Ok,’ she 
said. ‘Functional is good.’ 
     ‘And my brother, he has a little brain damage.’  
     ‘You have a brother?’  
     ‘Yes.’ 
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 This girl up here, Her name’s Holly and she died just recently. 
Like me, she can’t remember the exact details of her death. 
But she remembers the broad strokes. The bleach under the sink. 
And the bullying. She’s pretty sure she left a note. She’s 
convinced the world will spin a lot more healthy without her 
presence.  
     I’m not so convinced, but now I’m in charge I’m not going 
to let hubris get in the way like some other Heavenly beings I 
could talk about.  
     I started writing her checklist. The way I’m changing 
things up here is to expedite the whole decision making 
process, but she got me stuck on something and now I’m up here 
looking for a sewing machine.  
     Jeremy’s no help. He could create one, I guess, magic it 
up out of whatever the raw building materials are for atoms 
and particles. But he hasn’t. He said the reason there isn’t a 
sewing machine up here is because, well, there’s just no need. 
We’ve got different opinions on a lot of things, Jeremy and me, 
and since I’m capital G God now, on account of I taught myself 
to grow a beard and I’m wearing a loin cloth, those 
differences mean that there’s no point in arguing with him.  
     I’ll fix it myself.  
     I tried, obviously, to make a sewing machine appear, and 
you know what happened? I made a thread and needle come into 
existence. It’s no sentience, but it’s a pretty good start for 
a newbie at this whole creation thing. I tried really hard to 
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think of the exact thing I wanted to appear before me and the 
thread zapped into existence and floated down onto the 
Heavenly Administration Desk. The needle came into existence 
about two seconds after that, and fell onto the desk, but it 
bounced and rolled off onto the tiles, and now I can’t find it. 
I thought of asking Holly to find it, but she’s naked, and 
she’s covering herself up pretty well so I don’t feel right 
about asking her to help find the needle on the ground.  
     It was only after Jeremy offered to help, on account of 
him being able to walk under the desk easily, that I got real 
mad and told him to go to hell. I wasn’t being ironic, I was 
just mad, and that’s when he told me there’s a sewing machine 
in the other place, the one that people pick to go to 
sometimes that isn’t Heaven Proper.  
     So I guess I’m the one who’s going to Hell, because Holly 
should have some pants, and that’s not a spiritual thing to do 
with rules about sex and nudity, it’s just the right thing to 
do when a young girl is in front of you and she doesn’t have 
any clothes. 
     I meant it about the commandment too. You should have a 
good reason to kill yourself. Just because Holly didn’t, and I 
obviously did, being a martyr and all, doesn’t mean we can’t 
be friends. 
     What I did was ask Jeremy where Hell was exactly, and 
typical of the duck, he was evasive and didn’t give me any 
straight answers.  
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     ‘It’s where you’ll go for the time being, I suppose,’ is 
what he said, ‘If you want to be me. You can still pick to go 
there after you finish your book too.’ 
     This is exactly the kind of weak policy I’m talking about. 
When I sort people out, they’ll be happy with their choices, 
and not even think about it, not have to scout out the real 
estate like renting an apartment or something. Besides, I’ve 
about stopped reading the book. No good. Old life. Now I’m God 
I don’t need to worry about it, I can just fix things from up 
here. 
     I did read a bit more though. I flipped ahead, skimmed 
some pages to find some directions to hell. 
     Jeremy was pretty explicit in the book. He said this 
“Hell is where the garden grows wild, and in terms of the 
afterlife, that means where the real party is.” 
     So Holly and I went out into the garden, out the back of 
the building, and dammed if we didn’t hear some music. 
 
Rule five: as much as possible, 
try not to die.        
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     ‘Is the brain damage because of your mum’s drinking?’ 
     ‘Actually, I think it’s the other way around.’     
*** 
It was Belgrave who counselled Collin Ampersand on what to say to Hanna Carlton about his 
family. And so really, Collin was repeating the words of the fat man when he was having his 
pre-funeral conversation with Hanna in the university cafeteria. 
     ‘Peter can think ok,’ he said. ‘He just talks funny. We didn’t know how damaged he 
would be when he was a baby, and Mum got depressed and started drinking. She hasn’t really 
stopped, but like I said, she’s functional. Handles the finances at home even though Dad 
works –’ he stopped then, opened his sandwich packet, but didn’t remove the ham and cheese 
on white bread, took a breath, and continued, ‘I mean, even though Dad worked at a bank. 
Mum handles all the money. And she did most of the house stuff too. She used to play piano, 
but she gave that up.’ 
     ‘Is there anything else I should know?’ 
     ‘Yeah,’ Collin said. ‘When I was fourteen I accidentally made a kid bite off three of 
Peter’s fingers.’ 
     ‘You did that accidentally?’ 
     ‘It was a thing. I didn’t mean it to happen.’  
*** 
‘Stress that you didn’t mean it to happen,’ the twenty year old Belgrave said to Collin in the 
Bedfellows University Art Department Studio. There were a few other students in there too, a 
young man with long hair drawing small circles on a giant canvas, a girl cutting the heads 
from celebrity photos in magazines. 
165 
 
     ‘I didn’t mean it to happen,’ Collin said. He was leaning forward in a plastic chair, 
slouching over the one of the long tables that joined the others to form a squared horseshoe 
shape. He was picking at a cut-out of a basketball someone had glued down the table top.  
     ‘Yes,’ Belgrave said, ‘that’s why you should stress it.’ 
     ‘She’s going to think it’s weird that I haven’t talked about my family the whole time 
we’ve been dating. She spent time near Apple Burrows, you know. Only a couple of years, 
but still. She might know some of the same people.’ 
     Belgrave was flicking paint across a canvas, dribbles and lines sploshing onto a dusty 
white surface. He was seated, the paints lined up in jars on the table next to him. He was 
getting as much paint on the floor as he was the canvas.  
     ‘Tell her your family is something that you’re not sure how to talk about. Keep it simple. 
Don’t lie. Bend the truth if you have to.’ 
*** 
‘Sometimes I just have trouble talking about my family. I’m not sure how to do it,’ Collin 
said.  
     ‘I understand,’ Hanna said. ‘Is it going to be a mess? When we’re all together?’ 
     ‘I don’t know,’ Collin said.  
*** 
The wake was at Collin’s childhood home, and despite it being only a few hours away from 
where he studied, he had not seen the place since he left for university. Not for Christmas, or 
birthdays, or anything.  
     ‘I wish I could, but I’ve got work to do,’ he’d say. 
     ‘Did you get a job?’ Reginald Ampersand would ask. 
     ‘I mean my writing, Dad. I’m writing.’ 
     ‘Poetry’s not a job, son. But ok.’ 
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     His old bedroom felt smaller, foreign, and held no interest for him once observed. The 
backyard looked the same as always. Maybe a little greener. The grass was cut short. As he 
showed Hanna around, she asked the appropriate things, and none of them were about a 
former magician with missing fingers.  
     Bethany Ampersand drank most of the day. From a small flask when she was at the 
funeral, pulling it from her purse when she was thirsty, and then, at her husbandless home, 
she sat on the stool in front of the piano that took up nearly a whole wall of the living room, 
sipping from a tumbler that never emptied. She wore her grief well, which is to say openly, 
quietly, and painfully. She kept her tears mostly dry, scrunching up her face when she needed 
to, but she did not wail and did not throw anything. She kept a tissue tucked into her sleeve 
and used it to dab at the corners of her eyes; noticeably so when Peter spoke at the funeral, 
her long fingers gripping the soft paper. 
*** 
The saddest instrument in the whole world is not the aching strings of a violin or the 
saxophone with its hollow bodied melancholy. It is the piano.  The piano is a stringed 
instrument and a percussive instrument all rolled into one and when you bang on one or more 
of the keys, a hammer and a felt dampener are raised at the same time; the hammer towards 
the  string and the dampener away from it. What’s sad is, when you stop playing a note, when 
you take your fingers from the keys of a piano, you’re not just stopping a sound, your killing 
it, smothering it into silence. The dampener falls back to its place and the string that was 
ringing out dies its dampened death. This happens every time. It happened in the Ampersand 
living room at the wake of Reginald Ampersand.   
     The way it happened was Collin Ampersand pretended to need to use the bathroom. 
*** 
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Peter Ampersand kept filling his mother’s tumbler, trying not to put too much gin in there, 
just enough that she could taste it. Longevity is what he was trying for. He’d grown since 
Collin last saw him, shot up towards the sky, and he’d filled out too, around his arms and legs. 
He wasn’t overly muscled, but he wasn’t stringy. He was growing into an adult body. He was 
eighteen, unemployed, and dammit if he wasn’t happy until his father died.  
     He leaned against the piano lid, next to his mother, and was saying the kinds of things 
family say at a funeral, ‘Thank you for your condolences/It means a lot that you came/my 
father would have liked knowing you showed your respects,’ etc etc etc.   
     And when the twenty or so people who’d followed the funeral from the church to the 
wake had shaken hands and offered sympathetic embraces, and people were milling about 
eating sandwiches and spring rolls, Collin Ampersand tried to get everything about 
introductions and apologies out in one sentence: ‘Hi Pete, Mum, how’re you both coping? 
Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner, school. It was a great service, and thanks so much for 
making space for me to read my poem even though I wasn’t on the schedule. I think Dad 
would’ve liked it. Well, I’ve got to go to the bathroom.’ 
     And that’s what he did. 
*** 
‘When you’re there, make for the bathroom. Whatever mess is going to happen can happen 
just as well if you’re there or not,’ Belgrave said in the university art studio. His hands were 
covered in paint. He’d stopped using brushes and was scooping paint from the jars with his 
fingers, splashing the canvas, and using his feet to rub patterns into the mess.  
     ‘What about damage control? My family’s pretty messed up and, anyway, I don’t want 
Peter to meet, um well, what if it all goes to hell.’ 
     ‘Then the bathroom is a fine place to be.’ 
*** 
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Hanna Carlton didn’t know what to say to either Peter, or his mother, as they stood in the 
living room, and people chewed quietly. Collin had told her, of course, that Peter spoke funny, 
but when she realised what kind of funny it was, and who that meant Peter was, well, she 
didn’t know how to feel either.  
     ‘I’m Pete,’ Peter Ampersand said.  
     And that was all it took.  
     ‘This is going to sound weird, but did you go to the Southern Queensland Academy for 
Speech and Education?’ she said. 
     ‘Ahh, yeah. For a few years. I left when I was twelve or so though, went to 
Apple Burrows High. Finished there last year.’ 
     ‘Ok, here’s the weird part, did you do magic tricks back then. And maybe, did you –’ 
but she was cut off.  
*** 
Bethany Ampersand, who was drunker than she’d been for a long time, stopped focusing on 
the conversation that was happening around her. She was done with scrunching up her face, 
done with dabbing the corner of her eyes with a tissue. She spun around on that old piano 
stool, the upholstery a little faded. She opened her special kind of coffin lid, and found her 
keys where she left them, all ready to vibrate, to sing. 
     So she brought them to life, and then murdered them one by one. 
*** 
The hammers and the dampeners rose and fell, and it was beautiful and painful, and if the 
world had ended then, it would have seemed appropriate.  
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*** 
Belgrave, messing with his painting in the university art studio, said this to Collin Ampersand 
who would miss his mother’s last piano performance because he was hiding in the bathroom: 
‘Listen, the important thing here is that you can’t hide your family forever, and Peter, 
therefore, must necessarily come into the equation sooner or later. The fact that you’ve 
discouraged any connection to your heritage, your lineage, is troubling for two reasons. 
Firstly, it is indicative of a deep seeded insecurity. That you might lose your girlfriend. I 
mean to say that you feel you would lose your very muse to the memory of a twelve-year-old 
boy is ridiculous. The second, and more disconcerting reason your fear is troubling, is that it 
implies Hanna is not, in fact, your muse at all.’  
     Collin was on the ground in the studio, like he would be on the ground in Belgrave’s 
bedroom fifteen years later, watching as Belgrave’s toes swirled the paint over the canvas.   
     ‘She’s my muse,’ Collin said. ‘It’s more than a feeling. It’s knowledge. She was put on 
this Earth to inspire me, and I love that about her.’ 
     ‘That begs the question, friend, what were you put on this Earth here to do?’ 
*** 
For the record, I didn’t put anybody on Earth do anything.  
*** 
When Collin came out of the bathroom, he did not know that his mother had murdered her 
last notes, that her thin fingers had brought to the room an ache worse than arthritis, and so 
when he saw his mother sitting silently at the piano, its lid open, and no one talking, he said 
something that seemed insignificant to those in the room. 
     ‘Do you want to play?’ he said. 
     ‘No,’ she said, ‘not anymore.’ And Bethany Ampersand closed the lid on the piano and 
took to drinking her gin. 
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*** 
There is this: Hell is where the garden grows wild. That’s where the real party is. They have 
good music there, but nothing like what Bethany Ampersand played.   
*** 
‘You know, I’ve told you about all this stuff with my family and Hanna and my poetry,’ 
Collin said in the university art studio.  
     ‘I have tried to be a good friend, Collin. I’ve tried to help you.’  
     ‘But you’ve never spoken about your family.’ 
     Belgrave’s feet stopped moving then, deep brown grooves cut into the thin wet layers of 
paint. ‘I don’t have any family,’ he said. ‘I have a father, but we do not talk. No mother to 
speak of. We should leave it at that, I think.’  
*** 
I did talk to Belgrave sometimes. But he’d usually pretend not to listen. The only time he did 
listen was when I told him the world was going to end.    
 
            
 
  
 
  
        
 
  
 
   
171 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifteen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
172 
 
I have said that the universe was my big saggy mattress to jump on. It’s an appropriate 
metaphor because the word apocalypse, which has come to be used as shorthand for the end 
of the world, has its roots in an altogether more refined concept. In the original Greek an 
apocalypse is an uncovering, a lifting of a sheet, to reveal knowledge.  
     The decision to cause the extinction of the human race, to lift the sheet from that saggy old 
mattress where the stains were plenty and the springs were broken, was as easy for me to 
make as it was for me to create lemonade. But as with everything, timing is important. And 
so is method. There’s electricity running around inside the heart and the brain of a human 
being. Imagine it traveling the roads it must between cells and neurons, running its path to 
make fingers bend and lips part – and then  
 
ZAP 
the electricity goes somewhere it shouldn’t. It fires beyond its path, takes a left instead of a 
right and the circuitry is no more. You are dead. You are without biology and all you are is 
the electricity.   
*** 
Like I said timing is everything.  
*** 
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So I did not cause the apocalypse when Hanna Carlton was silent in her hospital bed after 
hearing Collin’s last words. I did not cause the apocalypse when Mrs Hobson, the next day, 
was drinking her tea in the kitchen, devising a way to kill Belgrave without going to prison. I 
did not cause the apocalypse when Belgrave was adding some shading to the oval he 
sketched on his canvas the night Hanna found a pause.  
     But I will, I have, and I am.  
*** 
The interesting thing about that saggy mattress, of course, is that all the matter that exists and 
all the spaces in between the matter that exists are rushing apart at the same time in every 
direction.  That means that there is no singular centre of the universe. Wherever you are, 
that’s the centre. And two meters to your left, that’s the centre of the universe as well. Your 
neighbour’s garage: the centre.  The gym your high school formal was in is the centre of the 
universe too. And so is the space under your bed where dust and old socks live. 
*** 
Collin Ampersand and Hanna Carlton did not have a date at the edge of the universe. They’d 
travelled to its centre.  
*** 
And so when Collin Ampersand was taking his pretty young suicide to the other place, away 
from where any self-respecting God should be, he was traveling exactly where he should 
have been: the centre of the universe.   
     Some way away from the Heavenly Administration Building, towards the place where the 
trees get thicker and the see-saws become fewer, a path started to make itself visible on the 
ground. Broken down grass, pushed into the dirt by people’s electric footsteps as they 
marched towards their eternity in the other place. Collin’s cloth irritated his thighs. It did this 
because Collin believed his thighs should be irritated by the rubbing. Holly was wearing 
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some curtains, taken from the library, wrapped around her body like she would a towel.  It 
was a pleasant temperature, if you’re interested. The music they were following grew louder 
as the trees got wider, and the path became more obvious, hemmed in by the growing forest 
on either side.  
     ‘Long way to walk for a sewing machine,’ Holly Vander said.  
     ‘It’s eternity. What else are you going to do?’  
     ‘I don’t know. Thought it’d be different.’ 
     Collin closed his eyes and tried to stop time. It didn’t work. 
     ‘Everyone’s a critic,’ he said. And then, because he realised it was exactly the same thing I 
said to him, he revised. ‘I mean, it is what it is. I was disappointed too.’ 
     ‘Disappointed? You’re the one who made it all.’ 
     ‘Well,’ Collin said, ‘the thing is I’ve only recently become God.’ 
     ‘Right. Ok then. Only recently. Very good. This is excellent.’ 
     ‘I didn’t like it either, so I turned myself into the big guy.’ 
     ‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘Exactly what I hoped to find when I killed myself. ’  
     Collin scratched his leg. ‘What did you want,’ he asked.  
     ‘I don’t know. Sleep.’ 
     Their feet didn’t make any noise as they walked. The ground compacted slightly under 
their electric weight, but the sound of matter being changed, the breaking of a blade of grass, 
the crunch of soil, didn’t follow. ‘I’m a martyr,’ Collin said.    
     ‘What does that even mean?’ 
     ‘I didn’t want sleep. I wanted meaning. And all I found was this.’ Collin motioned with 
his hand, as if to point to everything that exists and his dissatisfaction with it. ‘I died for my 
beliefs. And now I don’t know what to believe.’ 
     ‘What belief did you die for?’ 
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     ‘Love,’ he said.  
     ‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ Holly said.   
     That’s when they came to a sign, wooden and untreated, with some words painted on it.  
It looked like this: 
 
   
 
 
What it said was this: 
     To hell with other people, I want to have fun. 
*** 
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Belgrave was painting back on Earth. He was painting, and it was a small picture, growing 
from the oval he’d drawn, and then shaded with the goop that used to be Collin’s eyeballs. 
The rest of the corpse was in the big box, slowly putrefying, turning to liquid. The 
temperature helped. Belgrave had installed some heat lamps on the inside of the converted 
freezer, and they were blaring down on the mess of solids that used to be Collin Ampersand. 
     He’d also been writing. He’d finished the post he was composing while he was sitting on 
the toilet as Mrs Hobson took the sheets from his bed. And boy was his mattress stained.  He 
was almost ready to post to his blog. To let the world in and to become the voice a stain 
might have. Like velvet in a garbage disposal. 
     ‘And that is all I have to say,’ it read towards the end, ‘at least on this matter. I do not fear 
prosecution, for my work will be done. As for any further repercussions, let them percuss. 
Artists, it is time to rise. And rise we shall.’ 
*** 
Hanna Carlton discovered something about herself sitting in that hospital bed, where she was 
not rising and in fact was in the opposite position. At first the doctors there in the Apple 
Burrows Base Hospital had some great ideas about what tests to run and what the cause of 
her dumbness might be. When they ran out of great ideas, they tried some bad ones. The first 
was a psychologist, who was brought in to see if Hanna Carlton, besides being a librarian, 
might also be a very good faker. That idea was put to bed when the psychologist, while 
making small talk with Hanna, suddenly lunged at her with a syringe. Hanna’s face had the 
appearance of screaming, and she scrambled to the edge of her bed, nearly falling out of it, 
but not a single decibel escaped her throat.  
     ‘Sorry,’ the psychologist said and then noted something in a book and left.  
     The next doctor, an MD, thought that maybe, instead of scaring her, they should turn her 
upside down. And so he had Hanna lean over the edge of her bed, supported by some 
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orderlies, and tipped her head towards the ground. He then asked her some very rude 
questions in the hopes that the new position, and the emotional response to the questions, 
might overcome whatever mechanism was blocking her mouth from forming sounds. 
     ‘Every woman is entitled to be ugly, but you’re clearly abusing the privilege,’ the doctor 
said.    
     Hanna’s face was turning into a beetroot. She could see some scuff marks on the floor, 
black skids from shoes, and she wondered if they were made by feet moving quickly as some 
patient before her had a medical catastrophe.  
     ‘And you have a distinct smell,’ the doctor said. ‘Like lavender and rotten fruit.  A kitchen 
compost bucket.’ 
     A bucket like that existed back in Hanna’s kitchen, and she found herself thinking of the 
smell, and missing it. Or, more rightly, she missed the prospect of being able to make the 
smell by throwing out organic material she no longer needed. The organic material she 
presently wished she could throw out included Belgrave, of course, but really, right then she 
wished she could throw out the two orderlies and the doctor who was speaking to her as if she 
were an idiot as well as silent. 
     ‘Old people have a smell too, but yours is quite distinctive. Pungent. Pervasive. And your 
hair looks stupid and nobody likes you. And if you don’t tell me to stop, I’m going to keep 
insulting you,’ and then he added, ‘Dickhead,’ for good measure. 
     The thing Hanna Carlton discovered about herself as a headache grew from all that 
beetroot juice in her face, was that the steel that was inside her, that most excellent of 
conductors, could also run hot.  
     The way contemporary Hanna Carlton got out of the hospital, when they had finished 
insulting her and turning her upside down, was she packed up her bag, put on some trousers 
and a shirt, folded the hospital gown up on the bed, and simply walked out. 
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We were walking, Holly and me…Me, no me, following the music, 
which was like a mix between classical piano, and electronic 
music. Some drums. But not like live drums, recorded ones, and 
we were talking and Holly said the reason she wanted to kill 
herself was because she was tired of being awake and then I 
said something about why I was here and that’s when we found 
it. The writing is pretty clear, and even if I can’t make out 
exactly what it says on account of not remembering the 
alphabet off the top I’ve my head, I know it was Pete who 
wrote it.  
     Which means he’s here I guess, or there, wherever the 
music is and I’m wondering what that says about him that he 
chose to go to the other place and what it’s like, and why he 
put a sign up.  
     I just checked the book because Jeremy put a copy of the 
alphabet in there and I translated the sign and it says to 
hell with other people, I want to be happy, which I guess is a 
nice sentiment but I don’t know if I want to see Peter or what 
I’d say to him. I guess hello would be good. I don’t need to 
apologise because it wasn’t my fault he died so I could say 
that, I could say ‘it’s not my fault you died,’ and that would 
be a good place to start.  
     Holly’s confused about the whole thing, which is to be 
expected, and it makes me wonder exactly how to apologise to 
someone for their existence. 
    ‘I’m sorry you exist,’ is pretty direct.  
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     ‘I’m sorry you didn’t blink out into nothingness,’ is 
dramatic.  
     ‘I’m just sorry,’ isn’t specific enough. 
 
Rule six: life is a terrible 
way to live, I guess. 
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 *** 
Yes, and in 2004, well before some doctors tried to turn her into a talking beetroot, Hanna 
Carlton was a real life assistant librarian. The place of her employment was the Apple 
Burrows State Library. And Collin Ampersand – he was still in Brigford, where he was not 
yet a real life librarian, but a library science graduate living in a two room apartment next to a 
pub.  
     Here is how that arrangement occurred: when they graduated, Hanna with high marks, 
Collin with midrange ones, they both applied to the Queensland professional body of 
librarians, and in doing so, were able to be considered for any vacant positions in a state 
library across the state. 
     Hanna was offered a spot in Apple Burrows.  
     Collin was told, we’ll let you know. 
     And so they had a conversation about it. 
     ‘I think we should do it,’ Hanna said. ‘Move to Apple Burrows.’   
     ‘I don’t know,’ Collin said. ‘Where I grew up isn’t such a great town.’ 
     And Hanna, who lived near Apple Burrows briefly while she learned how not to stutter, 
said very clearly, ‘Why’s that?’ 
     Collin couldn’t think of a single damn reason Apple Burrows might not be the best place 
to begin a career looking after books and facilitating their borrowing. He couldn’t even think 
of a reason his poetry would suffer, why the effort to find useful words would be made harder 
by living there. The only thing he had going for him in this discussion was that he didn’t have 
a job offer. 
     To that, Hanna said this: ‘I’ll move out there, and you can try to find work from here.’ 
     And then Collin said what so many people have said when they don’t want something to 
happen: ‘Ok then.’  
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*** 
In the time Collin spent living next to that pub in Brigford, he accumulated quite a few 
notebooks filled with his poetry. And to smooth out the rent situation he took on a lodger who 
was swelling in the gut and whose fingers were growing in circumference. Someone who 
would one day paint a picture with Collin’s mushed up eyeballs.  
*** 
Now, when Hanna Carlton got to Apple Burrows, some forty-five minutes away from the 
small town she lived in briefly while she attended the Queensland Academy of Speech and 
Education, she stayed for a time with Collin’s mother, the drunk murderer of piano strings, 
and Peter Ampersand, the former magician who talked funny. In fact, she stayed in Collin’s 
old bedroom, and slept on his old sheets.  
     ‘They always had their own sheets,’ Bethany Ampersand told her on the first night when 
she showed Hanna into the room. ‘They liked to be different,’ she said. Her nose looked like 
a fire hydrant, and her hands shook. ‘It’ll be good to have another voice in the house.’ 
     And Hanna went to thank Bethany, to make her tongue push the thhhhh sound out from 
between her front teeth, but she was interrupted by Peter, who was yelling from his own 
bedroom down the hall.  
     ‘Gooooooooooing out, Mum,’ he said. And then he wasn’t just down the hall, 
but walking towards them, his shoulder hiking up against the wall to squeeze past.  
     Peter Ampersand was twenty years old. 
     ‘Hold it,’ Bethany Ampersand said. ‘Take Hanna with you. Show her the pub and go get a 
meal there.’ 
     Peter started to protest but Bethany Ampersand wiped her fire hydrant nose and said, ‘I 
didn’t go shopping today like I planned. So help out a little.’ 
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*** 
The pub Peter Ampersand took Hanna to was called the Anchor & Hope. It used to be called 
the Criterion, but was bought out two years previously, gutted, and refurbished to look like an 
English style pub. A sign hung over the doorway that, instead of displaying the name of the 
pub with English letters, indicated what people should call it using pictures.  
     It looked like this: 
 
 
 
Because of the confusing symbol for the word Hope, most residents of Apple Burrows called 
it the Anchor & Bird. That is exactly what Peter Ampersand called it when he sat down in a 
booth with Hanna Carlton, a beer in each hand, and a menu under his arm.  
     ‘Sorry. About your plans I mean. If you had plans. You can go if you want. I can find my 
way back from here.’ 
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     ‘Actually, this is where I was coming any way,’ Peter said.  And the way he said 
it, the modulating volume and pitch, the inconsistent pacing, it made Hanna’s stomach feel 
flippy, and her face coloured a few shades away from an upside down beetroot.  
     ‘Are you meeting someone?’ 
     ‘Um. It’s kind of embarrassing,’ Peter said, and sipped his beer. ‘There’s karaoke 
here and, well, I guess I like to sing sometimes.’ 
     Hanna’s eyebrows lifted, ‘Does singing make you –’ 
     ‘Nah,’ Peter cut her off, ‘still comes out funny.’  
*** 
Listen: Peter had no idea that he’d met Hanna when he was twelve years old. Hanna, she 
knew alright, and she remembered pretty well the way her stomach felt when she was thirteen 
years old and sitting under a big tree on a sports oval. But she wasn’t out for any funny 
business. 
     If there’s one eternal truth it’s this: sometimes it just feels good to have a flippy stomach.  
  *** 
The Anchor & Bird was only half full when the karaoke got cranking, mostly solitary 
drinkers wearing high visibility clothing that looked weirdly muted in the darkened, wood 
panelled décor.  
     Peter signed up for a song, and so did Hanna. Before it was their turn, a man wearing blue 
coveralls took the stage and, holding the microphone too close to his mouth, and fuzzed out a 
meaningful, if unlistenable, rendition of Somebody to Love by a band called Jefferson 
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Airplane. It wasn’t a proper karaoke machine that had the appropriate licences and authorised 
instrumental tracks. It had thin elevator music versions of the songs. So when the man was 
singing, it was very much like being stuck in a small metal box with him.  
*** 
When he was finished, the singer went back to a stool at the bar and put his arm around a 
woman with faded red hair, curled, and they kissed in a utilitarian way. Quick, closed mouth 
lip contact. The room went back to the sounds of chatter and glasses make in the distance 
between two singers, and Peter asked, ‘What song did you pick?’ 
     ‘Oh, I don’t know. Just a silly one from when I was a kid. What about you?’ 
     That’s when the MC called Peter’s name. 
     ‘I guess you’ll find out,’ he said and left Hanna at the table. He went to the stage and 
grabbed the microphone, staring out into the room. ‘Ok,’ he said, and then the elevator 
music started.  
*** 
There is a machine that can be used to visualise soundwaves by converting them into an 
electrical current and displaying the progression of voltage changes on a two dimensional 
axis. The Y axis depicts the voltage and the X axis depicts time. The machine is called an 
oscilloscope, and was made famous, in part, in the 1960s when a television show called the 
Twilight Zone used the monitor of an oscilloscope in show’s opening. Its simple graphical 
representation was used to represent the vocal sounds of a narrator informing the viewing 
audience that the program now had control of their television set. And simple it was. A sine 
wave, the most pure form of sound there is, would look like this on an oscilloscope: 
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*** 
 
And in harmony, a sine wave would look like this: 
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*** 
 
During Peter Ampersand’s karaoke song at the Anchor & Bird, an oscilloscope would have 
looked like this:      
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*** 
And Hanna, if she was hooked up to an oscilloscope, and it was measuring not her 
soundwaves, but the voltage of her electricity while she listened to Peter Ampersand singing, 
it would have looked like this: 
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*** 
You wouldn’t need an oscilloscope to see what Peter Ampersand was thinking and feeling 
when Hanna Carlton got up to sing. His face said it all, let everyone who was looking, and 
not just creators of the universe, know that his synapses had connected and taken his 
electricity back to when he was twelve years old, under a big tree on a school oval, talking to 
a near silent girl who would become invisible. 
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Sixteen 
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The way Mrs Hobson decided she wanted to kill Belgrave was a knife across the throat. Or 
maybe a quick stab to the chest. Something to make his fatty heart beat out its blood quickly. 
She would be caught, of course, and sent to prison, but that was ok with her, she’d decided. 
She was doing the good work, which to her, meant murdering a man she thought might be 
evil, or possibly just rude.  
     Murderers, the interesting ones anyway, are sometimes hard to explain to people. Usually 
they get lumped in with the whole “Why do bad things happen to good people” thing. They 
get slotted right next to cancer and baby caskets. Or sometimes when people are looking for 
answers, and they don’t particularly want to ask me about it, they talk about mental health or 
passion or a mixture of the two. The reasoning can be traced out of course. Revenge. Power. 
Anger. Incompetence.  
     The list goes on: 
     Money, Sex, Drugs, Betrayal, Enjoyment, Fulfilment, Grief, Titles, Entitlement, Belief, 
Ideologies,  
etc.  
*** 
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But underneath all the reasons, all the motives and the plotting or spontaneity of the 
murdering of a human being, is this basic statement: I’m not happy being here and you 
shouldn’t be either. 
*** 
In the case of Mrs Hobson, who was not happy being there – by which I mean in her skin on 
a planet where other people with skin have to share the same space and time and resources 
and all the potato chips in existence – her statement was the same. I’m not happy being here, 
and you shouldn’t be either.   
*** 
The only problem with trying to make a statement like that was she couldn’t sneak up on 
Belgrave to say it with her kitchen knife while he was awake. And since Hanna had lost her 
voice, Belgrave hadn’t climbed those old stairs to his bedroom, hadn’t left his garage studio 
with its dark corners and decomposition box.  
     He hadn’t showered either. The filth and paint stuck to his skin like sick cigarette smoke 
hanging from the ceiling in a fat man’s bedroom on the evening of a misguided martyrdom. 
The tools of uncreation were still scattered on the floor, but their colour had changed. The 
dogs breakfast that used to be Collin Ampersand’s insides had dried on them, had turned 
form a dark red to the colour of rust and football uniforms.  
     A bucket in the corner contained Belgrave’s excrements.  
     His painting had been coming along too. The oval he began shading had taken on more 
texture, a shallow depth. That depth was cause by the application of the goo that used to be 
Collin Ampersand.  
     His eyeballs were first, of course. Those mushed up globes went on the canvas right from 
the beginning. But over the five days since Hanna Carlton unlearned to make sounds, 
Belgrave had been going to his decomoposition box, popping the lid, and scooping out what 
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ever liquid he could with one of his paint cups. Then a dash of paint, black or white, or a 
mixture, to give the right tone, and away he went, slopping mess on the canvas, moving it 
around with his brushes and his fingers. 
     Belgrave was adding other shapes to. There was a hint of a rectangle. A smaller oval. 
Some squares. All of them meeting in the tonal mixture that at one time wanted to be a poet, 
and had a dead brother, a dead father, a silent muse, and an artist for a friend.  
*** 
‘Why don’t I remember everything about death?’ Holly Vander asked. They’d made a kind of 
break spot in the grass near the sign, found a log to roll up to the path, and Collin Ampersand 
was flipping through a book.  
     It wasn’t this book though.  
     ‘I don’t know why we don’t remember everything,’ Collin said, scanning a page, flipping 
it over and running his finger down the words on the next.  
     ‘You’re pretty crap at this God thing, hey.’ 
     ‘I’m an improvement,’ Collin said. 
     ‘Bet you didn’t get to say that much before you got here.’    
     She’s a bright dead girl, that Holly Vander.  
     It was then Holly noticed a sound under the music coming from deeper in the forest. 
Crickets, rubbing their legs together from some invisible place, and she wondered if there 
was a cricket god as well, or if Collin was in charge of them too.  
     ‘What do you remember?’ she asked.  
     ‘About what?’ Collin said, not looking up from the book, continuing to flip those pages. 
     ‘About how you died.’ 
     ‘I died in a friend’s bedroom.’ 
     ‘Yeah, but how.’  
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     Collin found what he was looking for then. For the first time in his life and afterlife, he 
found the exact words he was looking for, and they were written by someone else. The book 
he found them in was the unauthorised but one hundred percent accurate biography of Peter 
Ampersand.   
     ‘I don’t know how I died,’ he said. ‘But I know how Peter did.’     
*** 
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We decided because I explained it to Holly and she agreed so 
we’re going to follow the music to wherever Peter is. She 
still wants a sewing machine, and if there’s one there I’ll 
find it, but really I’m wondering how you can refuse to 
apologise while also telling someone that you’re God? 
     In Peter’s book, Jeremy says it like this: 
     “Peter Ampersand, on the day he died, was making the 
mistake that sad human beings make sometimes. He thought that 
feelings, those brain chemicals, were a result of external 
stimuli. And to an extent that’s true. But through another, 
more realistic, examination, it can easily be seen that the 
feelings were caused by a specific external stimulus. They 
were caused by Collin Ampersand. 
     “That’s right. Peter Ampersand’s big brother, the 
terrible poet, the librarian who wore his ties too short and 
his glasses too far down the bridge of his nose, the most 
insignificant human being who ever lived, was the cause of it 
all. 
     See what I mean? Did Peter believe this version of events 
because it was written by a duck who created everything – 
supposedly created everything? 
     You can’t be responsible for another person’s behaviour 
that’s just the way it is. 
     You know what I mean.  
     So away we go to find the music. To find my brother. To 
ask him why he chose to go to hell, and to tell him that he 
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doesn’t get to forgive me, I get to forgive him. If I want. I 
made that clear to Holly, who’s really been a bit annoying 
even if she did kill herself and that’s not mean to think 
that’s just objectively true not that I’ll say anything to her 
about it because I’m nothing if not a polite God.  
 
Rule seven: Music is whatever 
you need it to be, so need it 
to be something. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix: Martyrs: the life and afterlife of Collin 
Ampersand chapters 17-20 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Seventeen 
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Collin was right to quote me in his amendments about how I described Peter’s death. Well, he 
didn’t quote the actual description, but the reason behind Peter’s death is accurate. That’s the 
thing about objectivity: it’s not really very good as a criteria for assigning blame. Let me give 
you an example. 
*** 
 Here is a picture of a Kinesin Motor Protein: 
 
 
*** 
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And to illustrate its functionality, we might as well give it some tap-dancing shoes, which 
look like this: 
 
*** 
 
Those little feet tap along small microtubal tracks inside of cells, carrying all sorts of 
molecular goods, like chromosomes and information about what to take when a cell splits. 
So, on the one hand, the reason Collin Ampersand turned out the way he did was because of 
the Kinesin’s dancing feet.  
     But really it was because Bethany and Reginald Ampersand decided to have intercourse 
on a Saturday evening instead of a Saturday afternoon. If they’d have done it in the afternoon, 
and they might have if it wasn’t for a particularly sunny day and a spontaneous decision to 
have a picnic instead of getting down with the wangs and orifices, there would have been a 
different sperm in the equation. Different cargo for the Kinesin protein to carry around. 
Different information about how cells should split. Different human being. And hey presto 
Collin would be ignoring a completely different kind of book. 
*** 
But instead, it turned out the way it turned out which is like this: 
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     In the second half of 2005 Hanna Carlton got Collin Ampersand a job at the Apple 
Burrows State Library and he moved out of his two bedroom apartment and back to his home 
town. He might have looked a lot like a Kinesin Motor Protein, carrying his bags back to his 
old bedroom in the house where his mother and brother still lived. And on his first day in the 
library, Hanna Carlton said this to him: ‘I’m glad you’re here, but please don’t mess this up. 
It’d make me look bad.’ 
     And Collin, who had not seen Hanna for six months, had not seen her new house or the 
book shelves she was decorating it with, and was yet to learn that every Friday night she had 
been going to karaoke with Peter Ampersand, said this: ‘Alright.’ 
*** 
And when Collin left that apartment, Philp Belgrave was, for the first time, alone in a way 
that made him wonder if he could ever be happy with his choices. Bundled up over a canvas 
on the floor, he was smearing paint with one hand and eating a burger with another, the 
crumbs falling in the mix, giving his colours a granule texture.  
     ‘Only for a moment, should one consider the downside of everything,’ he said to his 
painting. ‘Then it’s time to get on with business, pull some strings, wet the tip of one’s brush, 
and get to the colour of it all.’ 
     The painting he finished then, after seven burgers, many of which he opened to place 
potato chips on the meat patties, looked like this: 
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*** 
He packed up his bags like a good artist, stacked his paintings and drawings in the front yard 
of the apartment complex, and then set them alight. And to that bonfire, he said this: ‘Good 
bye, obscurity.’ 
*** 
That’s when he moved to Apple Burrows.  
*** 
Of course, years went by, like they do, when only some things happened which are worth 
pointing out:  
     When he first met Mrs Hobson, Belgrave was polite. He discussed the advantages of 
renting spare rooms with the woman, who was elderly even then. ‘If I’m not a quiet and 
disciplined man, may God strike me down,’ he said, and he moved in. 
     Collin got his own house, a small square on a street without gutters, and turned the second 
bedroom into a writing room with a desk, a lamp, and a window he nailed shut.  
     I’m talking about routine here, the steady grind of moving forward without change beyond 
the cosmetic. Some wrinkles. Holes in underwear. Haircuts. The tick over of a century. A 
millennium. It happens. 
*** 
Routine: in 2006 Collin tried to start a poetry night at a local café, but cancelled it after only 
one meet up because the only other person who showed up was an old man with a thick 
manuscript, and refused to leave the stage until he’d read the whole thing. 
     ‘I don’t have that kind of time,’ Collin said. 
*** 
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Routine: Peter Ampersand got a job hauling cattle across the state, for a company called Big 
Haul, in a small rig at first, and then a road train. He got good at operating the CB radio with 
his thumb and pinkie, resting the mic in his hand, rather than trying to grip it with his missing 
fingers.  
*** 
Routine: Pluto, which used to be a planet in the Milky Way, was demoted to the status of a 
Dwarf Planet, which was not looked upon favourably by children who grew up watching 
Disney cartoons.   
*** 
Routine: The imaginary monetary system planet Earth uses to work out who is rich and 
happy and who is poor and sad, collapsed. For a while, no one could tell who was happy and 
who was sad because they all seemed down in the dumps. 
*** 
Routine: Scientists built a giant underground tube that threw particles at each other like the 
universes’ smallest and warmest snowball fight.  
*** 
Routine: Collin Ampersand asked Hanna Carlton why they didn’t live together and Hanna 
told him, ‘Things are good the way they are.’ 
     Collin wrote a poem called Things Are Good the Way They Are, in which he argued that 
things, perhaps, were not that good. He didn’t show Hanna the poem but felt better for having 
written it.  
     ‘I’m working on some important stuff,’ he said to Peter Ampersand at a barbeque one 
Sunday afternoon. 
     ‘Libraries are pretty important,’ Peter said. Collin didn’t correct him. 
*** 
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Routine: Hanna Carlton started leaving those notes inside her books. In John Updike’s Too 
Far to Go she wrote eventual is not an event. In Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina we all make 
mistakes. In Bukowski’s Women it could be worse. John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s 
Woman we all deserve second chances. As I Lay Dying it depends how you look at it.   
*** 
Routine: Youtube was launched, and Belgrave began commenting – seriously, and densely – 
on the videos people uploaded. They were essays. Long and winding and insulting.  
     He discovered the internet is not the great democratiser, it is the great agitator.  
*** 
Routine: Collin Asked Hanna to marry him. He proposed at work, during business hours, and 
Hanna told him all about the word ‘no’ in the history section. He re-shelved books for the rest 
of the day, and later that night, wrote a poem called Yes in which he described a dream he 
once had about goats falling from mountains in enough numbers to flood the world with 
bleating, kicking animals.  
     Everyone drowned in the smell of fur and dirt.  
*** 
Routine: Collin was late for work thirty-two times. 
*** 
Routine: Bethany Ampersand’s liver gave out. First her eyes turned yellow. Then she moved 
into hospital where, because of her drinking, she was denied access to the organ registry. She 
died with blood coming out of her urinary tract because her kidneys went kaput after her 
liver. 
*** 
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Routine: An earthquake in Chile was so big that it altered the axis on which Earth turned, and 
accordingly, changed the length of a day as experienced on the planet by 1.26 millionths of a 
second. 
     As far as I’m aware no one wrote a letter of complaint and the electricity companies kept 
mum about it.   
*** 
Routine: Peter Ampersand, after the death of his mother, quit working for Big Haul, and 
started a removalist company. He hired two other employees, then three more, five new 
trucks, and so on, until he could call himself successful. 
     ‘I think I’m doing alright,’ he said to Hanna Carlton at one of the few times she 
accompanied him to karaoke over the decade.  
     ‘It sounds like it,’ she said. 
*** 
Routine: Belgrave stopped paying rent for three weeks, and Mrs Hobson confiscated his 
drawings. She gave them back when money was deposited in her account. That’s when she 
started adding protein powder to his tea. I’m too old, she thought, not to take a villain with 
me when I die. 
*** 
Routine:  Scientists created a mouse, like I once did, except they made it completely out of 
these little buggers called stem cells.   
     They didn’t, however, have the foresight to create an entire universe beforehand, so the 
mouse they created had to live in mine.  
*** 
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Routine: Collin Ampersand kissed Hanna Carlton 23,697 times, and each time he did, the 
pressure she applied to her own part of the act decreased about the same amount the day was 
shortened by an earthquake.   
*** 
 Routine: Collin Ampersand was murdered on purpose by Philip Belgrave, and spent his time 
in the afterlife with a teenage suicide looking for his brother while turning himself into God. 
*** 
Yes, routine.  
*** 
And Hanna, the silent librarian, she disappeared from the world to a degree. But not from my 
eyes, or my book. Nothing from her house was missing, not even a tooth brush. No credit 
card transactions, no ATM withdrawals. She might as well have been a corporeal, eating and 
defecating ghost. 
     She was living under a bridge.  
     I don’t know how long you technically have to be sleeping under a bridge for the space to 
qualify as being lived in, but that’s what she was doing. She was wearing the same clothes 
she had on when she left the hospital. Her medical bracelet was still around her wrist. The 
campfire she made was thin and spindly. She drank water from the creek, filling an empty 
wine bottle she found under the bridge.  
     It was the same bottle that rolled away from Collin Ampersand when Hanna broke up with 
him.  
*** 
 
The way she broke up with him, during that last picnic, near the bridge with the names of 
lovers scratched into the rail, was this: she said words to him that no one had ever said before.  
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     ‘You’re not a very good poet,’ she said. 
     ‘It’s just a first draft,’ Collin said. His foot was going to sleep, curled under his body as it 
was. The picnic blanket they were sitting on, the itchy one, was just like the one Reginald and 
Bethany Ampersand sat on many years previously, right before they threw a particular sperm 
into the mix with all sorts of information and molecular goods for the Kinsine to carry 
backwards and forwards.  
*** 
 There was no sperm to be thrown this time. 
*** 
‘I mean, you’ve been writing poetry for so long, every day, reading it out in public, sending it 
to publishers, and nothing’s gone your way.’ 
     ‘I don’t need to publish to be a poet.’ 
     ‘What I’m saying is, you’ve been doing something that feels right just because it feels 
right. You haven’t stopped to ask what might be wrong.’ 
     ‘I’m a poet and you’re my muse.’ 
     ‘I’m saying I’ve been doing the same thing as you. Not with poetry. And I need to stop.’ 
     ‘Don’t,’ Collin said.  
     But she did, of course. And then her steel wrinkled, and she allowed herself to stutter for a 
brief moment. 
     ‘I         h       h        have t  t  t           to.’ 
*** 
Collin Ampersand’s brain chemicals broke.       
 
*** 
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Collin Ampersand unscrewed the wine bottle, downed his courage, rolled up his poem, and 
dumped it in the bottle. Then he set it rolling through the grass where gravity caught it and 
sent it down an incline to the small creek.  
*** 
A message in a bottle, it travelled only a small way until it hit some rocks under the bridge 
with the names of lovers scratched into the rail. It was where Hanna Carlton found it four 
weeks later, scooped the poem out with her fingers, and read it. 
In the beginning there was nothing, 
then there was something, 
and what the hell are we supposed to do with that? 
*** 
It was a poem about mice, Collin had told her before she broke his brain chemicals by telling 
him the truth on a picnic blanket that didn’t cause any sperm to be important.  
     ‘It’s about how, from their perspective, we’re giants who must be avoided. They can steal 
our food, yes, and they can live in our walls, but they have to avoid us unless they want to be 
killed or experimented on.’  
*** 
And under that bridge, where she’d been since she’d put on some pants and left the hospital, 
she decided what the hell she was going to do with that. She was going to take her broken 
voice box and her empty stomach to Philip Belgrave’s front door, knock it down if she had 
to, and find the fat man so she could steal something from him.  
*** 
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About that bridge: the names of the lovers scratched into the rail were Peter Ampersand and 
Hanna Carlton. 
     Peter had scratched them there before he jumped.  
***   
Belgrave had finished his painting by the time Hanna had come to her decision.  It rested on 
its easel in the darkened garage, where the shadows held the tools of uncreation and the box 
that was filled with goop that used to be Collin Ampersand was a little less full. It also rested 
on Belgrave’s blog. A high definition photograph of the painting was at the bottom of the 
post he’d been writing since Collin was a librarian sitting on the bedroom floor. Three 
thousand words was all it took to confess to the murder. Three thousand words and a 
painting.  
     His last painting. 
*** 
The confession was first seen by a journalist for the local paper, The Apple Burrows 
Chronicle. The journalist, whose name was Bobby Rich, had almost clicked past it. It was 
only because he set up an alert on his computer containing the words murder and Apple 
Burrows that it landed on his screen at 8pm the night of the apocalypse in the first place. 
     But then he read it.  
     And he read it again.  
     And then he shared it on his Facebook, his Twitter, and his own blog.  
     The address he shared was this: http://theartistbelgrave.weebly.com/ 
     From there, his mother of all people shared it on her Facebook. She wrote a little message 
to accompany it. It said: This is what believing gets you. It gets you the truth. 
     And then she shared it. And her friends, all of them over fifty, they shared it too, adding 
their own messages: 
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     Another said: Must read 
     Another said: Drop everything 
     Another said: Art gets a bad name. You Won’t Believe What This Artist Did. 
     And on and on.  
*** 
And then it filtered down from that network of elderly computer users to their children, and 
their children’s children.  
     One said: Is this for real? 
     Another said: This is religion 
     Another said: Or it should be 
*** 
Having applied the last brush stroke to his last painting, the image taking its final contrasted 
shape, and while people were reading the words he wrote to accompany it, Belgrave left the 
garage. But he did not ascend the stairs to his room. Instead, he creaked open Mrs Hobson’s 
bedroom door, and sat himself down in the sofa chair in the corner. He let the shadows hold 
him like he was uncreation. 
*** 
It was the smell that woke Mrs Hobson. The putridity. She opened her eyes, and startled at 
the round shape in her chair. 
     ‘Gave me a fright you did, you brazen son of a bitch. What are you playing at, scaring an 
old woman beyond half way?’ 
     ‘We need to discuss some matters,’ Belgrave said, and his voice, that chomping velvet, 
laid a scare on Mrs Hobson closer than half again. 
     ‘We don’t need to discuss nothing at this hour,’ she said and pulled the blanket over her 
breasts, tucking her ancient legs up to her stomach. 
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     ‘We need to discuss murder, Mrs Hobson, and if there is a more appropriate time to 
discuss murder, it is surely a fictional one.’ 
     ‘I’m not asking for your confession, boy. You best be getting to your room now. Keep 
your secrets in yer chest or under your pillow. No priest or nun for you here.’ 
     Belgrave raised himself then, pushed up with his thick arms and the chair creaked under 
the sudden absence of his weight. ‘My dear Mrs Hobson,’ he said, ‘it is not confession I’m 
here to give. It is confession I intend to take.’ 
     ‘Paint fumes is messing with your workings. I got nothing worth confessing.’ 
     ‘The kitchen knife is not in its block.’ 
     Her eyes went to the bedside table, the top drawer, where she’d put the knife in question. 
Two centimetres of pine separated her from the cheap plastic handle, the recently sharpened 
blade. 
     ‘I’m old,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘Little security does an old lady some good.’ 
     ‘Yes, I suppose it does. And the protein powder. Was that protection too?’ 
     ‘Your workings is all wrong, Belgrave.’ 
     ‘I drank it all down, that metallic tasting swill. I drank every drop of tea you made me. 
And I could feel the bulk it added. The thin layer of fat. I was gifted with size, with mass, and 
you saw that gift and thought to wrap it. Given enough time I would have died, but I have 
some news for you, Mrs Hobson, time is almost at an end.’  
     Glass somewhere broke then, and there was a yelp. Down the hallway where the kitchen 
was missing its knife and Mrs Hobson yelped herself. 
     ‘What’re you tipping at, Belgrave. What’s got in me house?’ 
     ‘That is Hanna Carlton, Mrs Hobson. She is here for revenge.’ 
*** 
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The door was locked, of course. Too solid to knock down. Hanna Carlton’s arms felt hollow, 
felt like fish bones. So it was the side of the house for her, and she crept in the grass as silent 
as her own voice, and she came to the closed kitchen window. She wrapped her hands in her 
shirt, pulling it up from her stomach, and smashed it. But the thin material wasn’t enough to 
stop some glass finding its edge in her arm, and that’s when she yelped. Blood trickled down 
her fish bones, and she unclasped the latch, heaved the frame up and tumbled inside through 
the curtains, holding the wine bottle at her side.  
     She looked for a knife first, noticed the empty block, and rummaged through some 
drawers until she found a small steak knife. She looked at it, let the moon throw light at it, 
and then decided she didn’t need it. She put the knife back in the cutlery tray, left the drawer 
open, and holding her wine bottle by the neck, she toed her way to the studio, where she 
thought Belgrave would be. 
*** 
‘You’re likely to give me the heart stops, you fat slug,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘Calm yourself.’ 
She shoved herself up then too, used her curled legs to push against the mattress and found 
some height. 
     ‘Would you like to know how I know all of these things?’ Belgrave was advancing, 
slowly, the floorboards finding music in their wood. ‘Would you like to know how I come to 
possess knowledge that I shouldn’t outright be privy too?  
     Mrs Hobson went for her drawer then, her old joints finding liquid in them yet, and she 
had it open before Belgrave was next to her, silent he was, nimble, the floorboards 
shouldering a break in their song. 
     The pillow was over Mrs Hobson’s face before her finger tips could find the cheap black 
plastic. 
     She struggled.  
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*** 
Hanna Carlton found the studio empty, weak light trying to climb back into its bulb. The 
painting cast a bent square shadow on the floor, and she brought her eyes to the painting 
itself. 
     She held it in her vision for a moment. Then she heaved the fat end of her wine bottle at 
the canvas, and dinted it some. Some more thrusts and it was stabbed through, torn. Some 
more and it was on the floor, the easel next to it. And she stood on it, her legs pistons again, 
jumping up and down, making a racket that Mrs Hobson could hear from under her pillow, 
and then she stopped. Was quiet.  
     She rolled her underwear down her legs, squatted, and pissed on the dried goop that used 
to be the corpse of Collin Ampersand.  
*** 
Before Mrs Hobson’s brain automatically made her unconscious to preserve its activity 
before death, she could hear the racket Hanna Carlton was making in the studio and 
wondered, for a moment, if the woman would come and make a racket in her bedroom. 
     Belgrave didn’t need to apply much pressure, simply leant into it, allowing his mass to do 
the job. 
     ‘I know lots of things,’ he said before Mrs Hobson became the corpse of Mrs Hobson. 
‘My father’s told me lots of things.’ 
     And that’s why the last image in her head before her electricity made her brain go to sleep 
was of an old fat man, like Belgrave, perhaps even bigger, unable to move because of his 
size, drinking from long straws that wound down to fizzy drinks on the floor, grey hair swept 
back in a thin sheen across his scalp. 
*** 
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If she wanted to be accurate, to really go beyond that genetic caricature, well, she should 
have pictured this: 
 
 
*** 
The studio door squeaked when Belgrave pushed it open to see Hanna Carlton standing next 
to the mess of his painting. She was breathing steady and quick. She looked like she’d been 
living under a bridge. Her clothes were dirty and torn, her skin the colour of hungry. 
     ‘It is of no consequence,’ Belgrave said. ‘You have soiled a great work of art, my best, but 
the object is not important. The object is never important.’ 
     Hanna, who could not even stutter, said nothing. She could smell him. And he could smell 
her. And the room itself was a rich tapestry of odours, of decomposition and urine, paint and 
decay.  
     ‘I confessed on my blog.’ 
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     Hanna spat on the ground, hit the torn canvas. No noise came from her as she did so. Not 
the raking of her nasal cavities to work up the saliva and mucus, not the quick escape of air as 
she pushed the spit from her lips. Only when it hit its target was there a sound.  
     ‘You were a part of something in a tangential way,’ Belgrave said. ‘And you have suffered 
for it.’ 
     Hanna’s throat constricted, then released. Her tongue started flapping inside its wet cave. 
Her teeth clanked against each other. Her breathing turned sharp. 
     ‘Its importance is in the methodology, and the representation. Destroying it the way you 
did was perhaps even an extension of that representation. You are the hero of your story, 
Hanna, but this is not your story.’ 
     Hanna’s flapping and clanking started to form vibrations that were carried through the air, 
sound waves, and they grew in volume, they became cohesive, and when they hit Belgrave’s 
ears, he could interpret them. There was sound. There was form. 
     ‘Y        ,’ Hanna said. ‘Y      Y     Y    You killed H    H    H    Him.’ 
     ‘I did,’ Belgrave said. 
     And then the volume grabbed hold of Belgrave’s ear drums and played them like bongos. 
     ‘His last words,’ Hanna said. And 
Belgrave dropped to his knees, cracking his left kneecap. 
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     ‘He changed his mind 
and you killed him!’ 
     Belgrave was on his back. He was yelling, howling at the pain in his knee, but his voice 
was overcome by Hanna’s volume, was smothered by her decibels. 
     ‘He changed 
his mind,’ she said.  
     And then her electricity took a path it shouldn’t have, it went left instead of right, and she 
dropped to the ground, and became the corpse of Hanna Carlton.  
*** 
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And Mrs Hobson, who had stopped struggling under her pillow, who’s brain had had a little 
pop and then a little bleed, and who despite being more than half dead, millimetres away 
from it, her bloody little pop shutting down her organs, there was enough time for her 
electricity to go left instead of right too, and she became the corpse of Mrs Hobson.   
*** 
And Angry Andy, who had learned to say no to things in his late teenage years, had learned 
to ask things of people instead of following them, and had asked a girl to marry him and, 
who, when she said yes, was the second happiest human alive until the divorce three years 
later and his plumbing business went down the toilet: his electricity went left instead of right 
then too, and he became the corpse of Angry Andy. 
*** 
And Mr Welsh too, Collin Ampersand’s grade six teacher who was in a retirement home, his 
hair still grey and his jumper green, his electricity went left instead of right and he was the 
corpse of a teacher. 
*** 
Bobby Johnson, that gap-toothed bully with a scar between his ribs from paddle-pop stick 
stabbing, who grew up to be the ER doctor that suggested Hanna Carlton be asked some very 
mean questions, his electricity went left instead of right and he became the corpse of a doctor.  
*** 
All the crickets too, their electricity went left instead of right, and became the corpse of 
applause.  
*** 
And the mosquitoes, their electricity went too. And all the puppy dogs’ and platypi. The 
chickens’ and the cows’. Spiders’ and the snake catchers’. The mice and the scientists’. All 
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the kinesins in the world stopped shuffling along their microtubule dance floors, and their 
tapping feet were stilled.  
*** 
And Belgrave, who was the last human being in a world without tap-dancing, he laughed. He 
looked at his urine soaked painting and he laughed. Then his electricity went left instead of 
right and he became the corpse of Philip Belgrave. 
*** 
And his painting, before it was stabbed and pissed on, it looked like this: 
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Holly Vander saw the fire first, the orange flames licking sticks built high. It reached over the 
top of the forest and she said, ‘Is that a fire? Are we going to get burned?’ 
     Collin Ampersand shook his head, kept his eyes on the ground. ‘Don’t think so,’ he said. 
‘Fire doesn’t do much up here.’ 
     ‘Yeah, but, aren’t we going to…you know. What if the rules are different?’ 
     ‘There’re hardly any rules up here.’ 
     They reached the clearing soon after that, the fire in the centre, and around it, tables and 
people, shacks and logs.  
     ‘Oh, God,’ Holly said. ‘Hippies.’  
*** 
The other place is big, and the bonfire they came across is just one of them, but it was the 
biggest one. The clearing gave out onto satellite clearings, rings of open grass in the midst of 
dense forest where there were no trails. The people milling about, clothed in hand made rags 
and processed foliage, they were smiling, mostly, and went about their work in a happy kind 
of Hell. A large set of speakers and a stage was set up near the fire, and that’s where the 
music was coming from. A piano player with a drum machine was murdering his own keys, 
making electric bangs. More people yet, all of them self-dammed, were dancing the jigs of 
the uninhibited. Jumping up and down, jiggling all over the place.  
     One man Collin and Holly came across was sitting cross-legged at a low table, his wares 
spread out on the surface. His hair was long and thick, spiralling from his scalp in ropes. 
‘Hello, friends.’ He said. ‘New here? Need some pants? It’s all free, all handmade, and if you 
eat them, they taste like cinnamon.’ In front of him, on the table, were the pants he spoke of, 
made from palm tree fronds and cloth.  
     ‘I want some pants,’ Holly said. 
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     ‘Help yourself,’ the man said, and then looked away, at the fire, the dancing that was 
going on there, in front of the stage.  
     ‘This isn’t what I was expecting,’ Collin said. 
     ‘Pants is pants,’ Holly said, and slid a pair up over her legs, under the curtain she was 
wearing. 
     ‘I suppose. What about a sewing machine though, is there one around here?’ 
     The man with ropey hair, he looked back at Collin, and his face slid into an expression 
that resembled an avalanche. His bottom lip flattened and his eyebrow sagged. ‘Whatever 
you want to be around is around here.’ 
     ‘Have you seen my beard?’ Collin said. ‘My hair? Look upon it, hippy, and see that you 
are addressing God.’ 
     ‘You ain’t no duck,’ the man said. ‘But please, do help yourself to some pants if you like.’ 
     ‘Guess you can’t please everybody,’ Holly said. She put her hands in her pockets, 
shrugged her shoulders down. ‘Feels better,’ she said. 
     ‘Yes, well. Change takes time.’ 
*** 
Which is when I appeared, off to the side of the clearing, nestled in the edge of the forest, 
near the stage. I didn’t need to be there in physical form, of course. But sometimes it’s nice to 
be able to wave to a friend.  
     It was time for my favourite part of the show.   
*** 
On stage, the piano player stopped playing, turned his drum machine off. ‘Thank you and 
good night,’ he said, even though it was bright out. ‘Up next is some comedy.’ And then he 
stepped off stage.  
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     ‘I love this bit,’ the ropey haired man said. ‘I’m going to get closer. Take all the pants you 
want or just leave them. It doesn’t matter.’ And he uncrossed his legs, and disappeared into 
the growing crowd next to the bonfire.   
     ‘This isn’t what I expected,’ Holly said.  
     ‘How do you think I feel about it?’  
     And that’s when a curly haired man, moustachioed, all grey and tweed suited, came out on 
stage, walked up to the microphone and said this: ‘Good evening. Not that I can tell. If I had 
of known Hell was going to be this pleasant, I would have done two things: I would have 
brought some sunglasses and I would have smoked twice as many cigarettes.’ 
*** 
Boy oh boy, that’s a funny thing to say to people in the afterlife. 
*** 
‘But really, it’s horrible up here. If you hate trees and grass and naked dancing. And if you do 
hate those things, well, son, what do you think it’s all about? Being good at sports?’ 
     People laughed a healthy laugh, rupturing up from their bellies. I about quacked my beak 
off, holding it down to my chest at first, then letting it rise with each quack quack quack 
quack. I was almost as loud as Hanna Carlton before her electricity zigged instead of zagged.  
     ‘I used to be famous when I was alive,’ the man continued. ‘But I didn’t know very many 
people. More than usual, maybe, but not as many as I needed or would have liked to. And 
now I’m dead, yikes! I need a bigger rolodex! 
     ‘I know rolodex is a dated joke back on Earth, but then back on Earth, the pyramids seem 
ancient, so what are you going to do?’ 
     He had the audience rolling. He had me rolling. I was quacking in the bushes like a sex 
pest.  
*** 
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Holly Vander was sitting on the pants table. She had her hand over her mouth, stifling a 
giggle.  
     ‘You know who that is right, up on stage? Do you know who he is?’ 
     ‘He’s old,’ Holly said. ‘And his jokes are corny, but he makes me giggle.’ 
     The old man continued: ‘When I wrote books back on planet Earth, I used to say that you 
should save some trees and that you needed to be kind. Ha! For all the good it did I might as 
well have told people to save kindness and become a tree.’ 
     Collin put some pants on, lifted them right from the table, and they fit. Like magic. It was 
a miracle! His pants were more cloth than palm frond, made from processed hemp. ‘I’m 
going to find my brother,’ he said.  
     ‘If you wait a minute, I’ll come with you.’  
     ‘Only a minute,’ he said, and he stroked his beard. He really did. 
*** 
 ‘If you’re a tree on a planet Earth, too bad! If you’re a baby on planet Earth, too bad! If 
you’re bad on planet Earth, you’re in luck!’ 
     ‘Ha ha, yes. And before I go, I would like to introduce your next act. He loved life more 
any anyone I ever met. But that didn’t stop him from dying with a mouth full of dirty creek 
water. Thank you and good night.’ 
     And then Peter Ampersand stepped out on stage. 
*** 
The garden path outside The Heavenly Administration building is big – one of the biggest 
things you can possibly imagine. So I had to make it bigger when the apocalypse happened. I 
made it snake back and forth. And around it went as people materialised, ready to be led into 
the afterlife. When Hanna Carlton got there, she looked around at all the naked people, then 
looked down at herself, and covered herself with her hands.  
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     ‘What the fuck?’ she said, and it was audible, but not crushing.  
     ‘We wait for duck,’ the podiotrist said. She had materialised right where Collin 
Ampersand had. There was a scuffle near her, maybe fifty people away, and she heard 
Belgrave’s voice. 
     ‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘EXCUSE ME!’ and Hanna saw people falling on their butts, trying 
to scuttle away from the fat man. His wang hung out under his belly, short and round. It 
looked a lot like an acorn, which is a legume I created so people would have a way of 
describing small wangs. He had a loudspeaker in his hand – the miracles never stop – and he 
clicked it on, and the sounds travelled through a specially created amplifier inside the 
loudspeaker, sending them right to the ears of every person on the garden path, in any 
language that they could understand.  
     ‘People, people, it is the artist Belgrave speaking,’ he said.  ‘I’m sure you have lots of 
questions. And I have the answers.’ He pushed his way through the newly deceased, 
knocking some to the ground, while others, feeling bodies fall at their feet, tried to step 
backwards to avoid him. 
     If you’ve ever been in a large crowd of people when everyone decided all at once to step 
in a different direction, you know exactly what happened. People fell like drunk dominoes, 
started a cresting wave. And then billions of people felt the heavenly ground on their electric 
bottoms all at the same time. 
     Darwin would have had one of his laughing fits if he’d seen that. As it was though, 
Darwin was listening to Peter Ampersand on stage and cackling just the same as me.   
     ‘I repeat,’ Belgrave said, ‘This is your saviour, the son of the creator of the universe, and 
I’m here to inform you about your brand new way of existence. Congratulations, friends, 
what a time to not be alive!’ 
     A voice then, from the sitting billions, and it was close enough for Belgrave to hear it.  
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     ‘Ey, you’re that fatty what killed a guy. I read your blog. You’s a murderer boss,’ he said.  
     And it was all true. 
*** 
Belgrave’s last post, the one with a picture of a toilet and a bunch of toilet words, it continued 
on being shared before the apocalypse wiped it all out. Usually with a message.  
     One said: I’m lost, walking the streets at night and this comes up in my feed and now I’m 
going to go home and feed my cat and go to bed and the world…it doesn’t feel like a better 
place, not by a long way, but it makes more sense. 
     Another said: Actual lolz 
     Another said: This right here ^ 
     Another said: Dafauq 
     Another said: I don’t know. I was reading this and it’s hard to admit but once I stole a car I 
just took it I didn’t need it and I wasn’t going anywhere the keys were on the ground and it 
was a total impulse thing. I never got caught and I feel rotten about it sometimes 
*** 
And on it went, under the ocean and through the air. Phones and tablets and keyboards 
buzzed with their own kind of electricity. 
     One said: When I was doing my residency I got a calculation wrong and accidentally gave 
a patient a lethal dose of painkillers. The patient was old, frail, they probably would have 
died anyway. I told the family she just slipped away and they thanked me THEY THANKED 
ME and it was shit I felt shit. 
     Another said: I cheated on my girlfriend twice and she doesn’t know. Well I guess she 
knows now 
     Another said: I drink every day and I’m sorry 
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     Another said: I’m not sorry about the abortion. But I am sorry that Dad won’t talk to me 
because of it 
     Another said: When I’m depressed I lock myself in my room and eat an entire cheesecake. 
When it’s really bad I’ll also eat two large packets of BBQ chips. No one knows and I’m not 
apologising, not exactly, but I’m sorry I don’t feel like I can deal with sadness in any other 
way 
     Another said: I don’t like people. I mean, at all. I would gladly live in an empty world.  
     Another said: I used to hit my sister when we were kids. Not hard, never made her bleed 
or anything, and I was just that little bit bigger than she was, but I’m still sorry. It was just a 
kid thing. But now we’re adults I can say that it bothers me sometimes.  
     Another said: I steal food from work every week 
     Another said: I was fired from my job two months ago and I don’t know how to tell my 
wife 
     Another said: My daughter committed suicide and I’m fucking destroyed, I miss her so 
much but I also, God help me, I’m really fucking angry at her too for being so selfish and I’m 
sorry about that 
     Another said: I stabbed holes in the condoms my boyfriend used and that’s how we got 
married 
     Another said: I’ve smoked pot for twenty years and I’m ok with that but I don’t want my 
son to and if I catch him I’m going to lie about my own smoking and I’m a hypocrite but 
that’s my plan any way 
     Another said: I hated visiting my grandma when I was a kid 
     Another said: shit’s fucked ey? 
     Another said: I’m not jumping on any bandwagons here, god I hate how the internet is like 
a place where people feel good about themselves by clicking and sharing and then doing  
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Hell wasn’t anything like I imagined and maybe that’s a good 
thing. Probably better than fire and sulphur and all that but 
I don’t know about the murderers stuff, like, if you’re 
genuinely, objectively I mean, bad, shouldn’t there be a place 
where you go to get punished. This bonfire business with the 
stage and the acts and the stalls where things are free like 
the pants I’m wearing now, it feels like someone’s idea of 
paradise. 
     Holly got her pants too and she didn’t even need to sew 
them. They just give them out here.  
     Holly said she thought everyone was Hippies. A lot of 
people are wearing clothes though, look clean and from the 
snippets of conversation I can hear there isn’t any discussion 
about taking back power, about needing equality, about 
anything that the socially conscious usually talk about so I’m 
a big questions mark on it all. 
     When Peter came out on that stage I thought maybe he’d do 
some magic tricks, like he used to before I made I mean before 
he lost his fingers but then I saw, even from where I was at 
the back, I could see his right hand and it was still missing 
those fingers and I don’t know if that’s it for ever now, if 
he’ll never have those fingers back, or if he chose not to 
have them for some reason like I chose to grow my beard and 
turn my hair white. 
     He looks happy. 
     And what the hell am I supposed to do with that? 
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Rule eight: every now and then, 
just ask yourself what the hell 
are you supposed to do with 
that?      
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nothing…but there is something I’d like to say. I don’t like children. The little ones. Snot and 
nappies and noise and fingers going in dirt and playdough. And I worry sometimes what that 
says about me and if I’m missing some part of being human, some essential programming. 
I’m not sorry about it though. I‘m really not. But I’m sorry my Mum won’t ever become a 
grandma. Who knows maybe I’ll change my mind in the future. There’s always time, right? 
     Another said: I’m sorry I never told you I loved you. I think about you. I’m doing ok but I 
wonder about you  
     Another said: What even is this? I’m not sorry for anything. I roll like that. 
     And then: ok Bullshit. I’m sorry I fucked up everything I ever tried and I’m deeply 
unhappy with myself. I break away from friends and stay in my apartment, except for work, 
which is unsatisfying. I’m trapped in a cycle of anger and self-pity, and worry that even 
admitting this is more of the same.  
     Another said: I don’t flush when I use public bathrooms 
     Another said: May dad’s a misogynist, thinks women should be in the kitchen etc etc etc. 
I’m not, not even close, but when I talk to him, I find myself nodding my head and agreeing 
when he talks about women he knows who are trouble makers just because they have a 
vagina. 
     Another said: when I was in school I hit a kid because he was effeminate, and I was angry 
at something. I can’t remember what made me so mad, but I was angry a lot back then. I 
called him a faggot and I punched him in the face and he hit his head on the ground. He 
didn’t die, thank God, but he wasn’t right after that. He’d get angry a lot too. He never hit me 
though, and I wish he had. I wish he’d knocked some of my teeth out or something.  
     Another said: I pick my nose and wipe the snot on walls and doors and under desks. 
     Another said: Stop clogging up my feed. How can you even position this as important 
when there are military insurrections in third world countries and children are starving and 
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the government wants to us all to be sheeple so  they can siphon money from us in taxes, and 
big pharma and do you even know how sad you are posting all about your own first world 
problems when there are legitimate oh god I’m worried I’m not deserving of anyone’s love 
and I push and push to care about large issues because it’s easier than dealing with the feeling 
of garbage in my stomach and it weighs me down and makes me think about how wonderful 
it would be to drown 
     Another said: I call my friends shit cunts as a joke because I have trouble making genuine 
human connections 
     Another said: I try                     
*** 
In the four hours between the piece being posted and the apocalypse, Belgrave’s blog was 
shared and read by over four billion people. That’s the internet equivalent of everyone sitting 
down at the same time.  
*** 
Magic isn’t a big draw up here in my playground. Locating a specific card in a deck doesn’t 
generate the same kind of interest it does back on Earth. Making things disappear seems silly. 
So Peter Ampersand’s act, the one that had us all chuckling and leaning forward to see, was 
anti-magic.  
     ‘See this rock,’ he said in his up-down voice, pulling a brown rock about the size of 
his fist from his pocket and placing it on a table. ‘This rock is an ordinary rock. Can’t 
do a damn thing, no pun intended. What’s so special about this rock? 
Absolutely nothing.’ 
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     And then he pulled a glass bottle from behind the stage and said a very similar thing about 
that. Placed it next to the rock. He did the same thing with a hat, a thick marker, some small 
pants with fake shoes stitched to their cuffs. He drew a face on the rock with the marker, big 
dumb eyes and a goofy smile, rested the hat on it, then moved both to sit on the unrolled 
pants so it looked like an ugly head with legs. 
     ‘And when we put it all together, we get my friend right here, called 
Nobody. Say hello Nobody.’ 
     Nobody was silent.  
     ‘Would you like a drink, Nobody?’ Peter asked. 
     Nobody was silent again. 
     ‘Of course you don’t want a drink. You’re a rock with a face drawn on 
it.’ And on he went, asking the rock questions, and the crowd giggling in fits, rolling over 
themselves at this dumb looking thing being inanimate.  
     It gets me every time I see it.   
     It warmed my heart too, to see this Nobody not want for anything, need no sustenance, not 
be uncomfortable. To not ask any questions.  
     ‘Now, Nobody’s not lazy,’ Peter said, ‘just because he’s quiet. He’s got a 
very good skill. Watch. Listen very carefully, Nobody. I want you to do 
something specific for me. Ok? Here’s what I want you to do. I want you to 
do an impression of a rock with a dumb face wearing fake pants. Go.’ 
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     I about quacked myself out of existence at that one.  
     And then Collin Ampersand, whose pants fit like a miracle, and whose beard was as 
heavenly as it was man made, he strode through everyone rolling on the ground, and he 
walked right up on the stage, knocked Nobody off his table and he said this: ‘Stop showing 
off and apologise to me.’ 
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The death of Peter Ampersand lacked the pageantry of his brother’s, but was not without its 
ripple effects. I guess that’s a joke, given that water was involved. 
     It was six months before Hanna broke Collin’s brain chemicals, but it was only an hour 
after Hanna broke Peter’s brain chemicals.  
*** 
An hour before Peter Ampersand scratched his and Hanna’s name into the railing on the 
bridge he would jump from, Peter and Hanna were walking home from the Anchor and Hope 
– sometimes called the Anchor and Bird. The sky was like a blanket, and given what I’ve said 
about the nature of the universe, maybe it was, with stars burning through it like beautiful 
cigarette holes.  
     ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come when I sent the note,’ Peter said.  They’d drunk at the 
pub, not heavily, but enough, neither of them saying why they were out, why Collin thought 
Hanna was doing inventory at the Apple Burrows State Library. 
     ‘I wasn’t sure either until I was there.’ 
     They stopped on the bridge, then, their bodies nervous, the creek running under them, the 
cigarette holes burning through existence above.  
     And then she tried to talk and found instead of her voice, a pause. She couldn’t shake it. It 
wouldn’t leave, so she sang, and the words had their force. ‘I love you,’ she sang.   
     Peter’s lips curled into a smile, were about to part with volume and speed, but she cut him 
off.   
     ‘But I don’t want to be with you,’ she sang. 
*** 
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Peter Ampersand eyed his brother up and down on the stage, took in the white hair, the beard, 
the new pants, and he said, ‘You don’t look so good.’ 
     ‘Well,’ Collin said. ‘At least I have all of my fingers.’ 
     How’s that for an insult! 
     ‘It’s good to see you anyway, Col. But, ah, you know we’re on stage 
right?’ 
     Well, the damned aren’t a great audience for reunions. Common place, as pedestrian as 
magic. And just like when they booed Houdini off stage when he tried his straight jacket 
shtick after he came to my playground, they started booing at the brothers Ampersand like 
large-testicled hyenas. 
     ‘Hey wait a minute,’ Peter Ampersand said to the hyenas, ‘My brother might not 
be a rock, but he’s not so bad.’ 
     ‘Actually, I’m quite a bit better than a rock,’ Collin said.  
     Well, those hyenas didn’t like that one lick.  
     ‘Oh, hey now, Collin. This probably isn’t the place for any of your poetry, 
mate.’ 
     ‘No, no, I got somewhat of a promotion.’ 
     ‘To being dead?’ 
     ‘Nope. I’m in charge now, Peter. I’m The Big Man. I’m God.’  
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*** 
Given what was about to happen next, I can’t think of a better way to describe Collin 
Ampersand than that.   
*** 
 Holly Vander, who could hear the exchange because Heavenly Microphones are very good, 
very high quality, and so picked up the conversation and sent it out to the damned as well as 
her, she’d about had enough of the place. She stalked her way through the hyenas, climbed 
the stage next to the brothers, wrenched the microphone from its stand and did what suicides 
do, which is give up in a spectacular and explosive fashion. 
     ‘You are all horrible people,’ she said, and the hyenas’ large testicles shrunk into the size 
of Kinesins, and they were a quieted. 
     ‘Since I got here, since I drank some very bad fucking chemicals to make this trip, I’ve 
seen nothing but people trying to climb up mountains of their own bullshit. This guy,’ she 
said, pointed at Collin who stroked his beard again, like it was protection against the 
accusation of fraud, ‘This guy told me he’s God. Welcomed me to Heaven with a fucking 
questionnaire and then made a big song and dance about going to find me pants or a sewing 
machine so I could make my own. And the whole way here he hasn’t shut the fuck up about 
how he’s got nothing to be sorry for. 
     ‘And this one,’ she said, raising a finger at Peter Ampersand, which made me quack a 
little from the bushes, ‘All I know about you is you talk too much and you’re old. You don’t 
have a white beard like your brother, but you look about as old as him. So stop with the 
talking rock shit and take a look around. That sign you put up, whatever the fuck it’s 
supposed to mean, might as well read This Way For Wrinkles and Sour Piss.’ 
*** 
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‘We’ve been dancing around this for years,’ Peter said on the bridge he would soon 
jump from. The creek sounded cold. Like a fistfight in the rain.    
     ‘It wasn’t a dance,’ Hanna sang. ‘Maybe it was at the beginning, 
but it’s not a dance anymore. I think…I think I don’t want to 
dance with anyone. Collin’s solipsistic, and I need an out. 
You’re different, but you’re the same. I’d just be a different 
kind of muse to you. A memory to hold with your hands.’ 
     ‘I can wait,’ Peter said.  
     ‘I don’t want you to.’ 
     ‘I will.’ 
     ‘I won’t. I’m going to break up with Collin, break up with 
this town, break up with the last ten years and find out what it 
is I’m going to do with my life.’ She sang. And then, ‘I’m sorry.’ 
*** 
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‘If this is hell, it’s a lousy one,’ Holly Vander said in her great exploding speech. ‘All I 
wanted was sleep. And I made my self really thirsty in a bad way to get it. But this noise,’ she 
said, levelling her finger at the damned, who were now just small-testicled hyenas with their 
tails between their legs, ‘fucking alarm clocks.’ She said. ‘I killed myself because I wasn’t 
happy and now, Heaven, Hell, I realise no one is. Everyone’s just pretending to be and that’s 
the worst kind of knowledge there is.’ 
     And that was my cue. 
*** 
I flapped my sarcophogieds and landed on the piano on stage, got my wings comfy, and said 
‘Good news, everybody, I’ve decided to give up spectacularly and explosively.’  
*** 
Of course, the sitting billions had no idea about that yet, being on the garden path listening to 
the naked Belgrave as they were. He’d taken to strutting, his feet steady as he moved through 
a small part of the population of planet Earth.  
     ‘And the twenty sixth thing you should understand,’ he said, the strap for the megaphone’s 
power pack hanging between his crescent breasts, ‘is that this place is going to be under new 
management soon. If you have not guessed by now, you are simple, but I forgive you, 
because the new manager, God if you will, or The Great Artist, or simply The Artist 
Belgrave, is Me, and I am nothing if not understanding of the shortcomings of others. That is 
right, humble flock, the author of your confessions is taking you under his wing to usher in a 
new era of eternity.’ 
     Then a pebble hit him in the head. 
     And then another. 
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     ‘You blowhard, you couldn’t usher anything even if you had one of those funny hats and a 
flashlight,’ Mrs Hobson said, and threw another pebble. She’d gotten up, pushed her liquid 
joints into an upright position, an arm full of pebbles clutched to her breast.   
     ‘Mrs Hobson, I understand your concern. Being newly deceased is a transition to say the 
least, but in time you’ll come to see –’ and another pebble hit him. ‘Stop that.’ he said. 
     ‘Guessing I’ve got nothing but time here, and I am gunna spend it doing exactly this,’ she 
said, and lobbed another one. 
     ‘Stop,’ Belgrave said, and another hit him. ‘Stop it.’ And then another. ‘Mrs Hobson, I 
must demand,’ and then another. And another and another and another, all of them coming 
from Mrs Hobson’s electric fingers. 
     ‘What’re you going to do,’ Mrs Hobson said. ‘Murder me in my own bed,’ and another 
made contact.  
     ‘Now look,’ Belgrave said, ducking, but failing to avoid the next pebble, ‘that was a 
special case,’ and another hit him, ‘you really shouldn’t,’ another, ‘You were poisoning me,’ 
another and another and another. 
     ‘Nothing but protein powder in those drinks. You’d a exercised a little, you wouldn’t even 
have noticed. I was trying to murder you politely,’ and another hit Belgrave, and on and on 
and on.  
     While that was going on, Hanna was shifting her head back and forward, scanning the 
faces, looking for one in particular, finding mostly strangers. 
*** 
Hanna left Peter at the bridge, walked home under the dark cigarette sky.  
     That’s when his fingers got itchy. The missing ones. He shook his hand around, tried to 
scratch at air but nothing. Jammed into the planks, against the siding of the bridge, he caught 
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glimpse of a coke can. Dull red and cracked. A jagged corner created when someone folded 
the can before jamming it between the planks. 
     He pried it from the bridge’s grip, and tried to scratch his missing fingers. Rested his hand 
on the railing, and stabbed at the place where they would be.  
     Except for scratching up the railing a little, nothing but invisible itchy fingers happened. 
     And so he started to carve. He made an H and an A and an N and another N and an A 
again, and so on, until her name was scratched In full. Then he added his own. Then he 
scratched a heart between them. 
     He might as well have been scratching out a toilet, for all the good that pump did anybody.  
     Then he felt his phone buzz, pulled it from his pocket, and answered absently, looking at 
his graffiti, which would turn out to be his suicide note. 
     ‘Pete,’ Collin Ampersand said. ‘It’s me. Have you seen Hanna?’     
*** 
Mrs Hobson was about out of pebbles when I made everyone appear on the garden path at the 
same time. She was about to bend down, in fact, to reload, when I shuffled the damned and 
the sitting billions together like a deck of cards buried in the Ampersand backyard. Boring 
old magic. That’s a lot of people, so let me tell you exactly who was there: 
     Everyone who has ever existed. 
     I was circling above them all, flapping my sargophogids gently, maintaining my height. I 
didn’t need a megaphone to repeat my good news.  
     ‘Good news, everybody,’ I said, ‘I’ve decided to give up spectacularly and explosively.’ 
     ‘Dad,’ Belgrave said. ‘Dad, Mrs Hobson’s been throwing stones at me.’ 
     ‘They were pebbles, ya big wuss,’ Mrs Hobson said.  
     ‘You never were good at making friends, Philip.’  
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     ‘Is this God then?’ Mrs Hobson said, ‘Is he the reason we’re all here? Looking at you 
Belgrave, I couldn’t tell the relation. I was watching one of those nature programs, and you 
know, ducks have got massive pricks. They bend all over the place right out of their body. 
Not like that acorn you’ve got.’ 
     I felt embarrassed at that, and a little proud that someone had worked out the divine 
purpose behind acorns. 
     ‘My name is Jeremy, and I created everything,’ I said. 
     And then some of everyone who ever existed said, ‘Yeah?’ and the rest said, ‘Huh?’ 
     And then I came clean with it all. ‘I created fish, and the oceans,’ I said. ‘Advertising and 
Hell. I created Heaven too, but really it’s just the patio behind the Heavenly Administration 
Building. Nobody ever picks Heaven Proper to go too. I created architects, and they all 
picked Hell. I created Doctors, and they picked the other place too. Even children pick the 
other place, and mostly, I think it’s because they think it’ll be more interesting. That or they 
think it’s where their parents will end up. I tell you, I created everything and I’m sick of it.’  
*** 
‘Oh, never mind,’ Collin Ampersand said. ‘She’s just walked in. Where are you, it sounds 
like rain?’ 
     ‘I’m at the creek. The bridge.’ 
     ‘What are you doing there?’ 
     It was easy to lift himself up with one hand, to stand on the rail. He looked at the creek, 
that running fist fight, and imagined dropping into it. Imagined his head opening on a rock 
under the surface, imagined his lungs taking on water. Imagined Collin reading a poem at his 
funeral.    
     ‘I forgive you,’ he said.  
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     ‘Forgive me? Forgive me for what?’ 
     ‘I forgive you,’ he said again.  
     And again, getting so loud that Hanna could hear him through Collin Ampersand’s phone. 
     That’s when Peter Ampersand gave up spectacularly and explosively.  
*** 
I wasn’t the only one who was sick of everything. Holly Vander sure was. And Belgrave was 
sick of those pebbles. But Hanna Carlton was sick of something too, had been for a long time. 
She was sick of the brothers Ampersand. 
     When she saw the corpse of Peter Ampersand at the Apple Burrows Base Hospital, in the 
same morgue that would later perform the autopsy on Collin Ampersand, she made the 
saddest decision in this whole damn book. And that includes the apocalypse.  
     She decided she would keep dancing with Collin Ampersand, to be his muse, and bear the 
weight of his words for a little longer. 
     She would bear it because she knew something Collin Ampersand didn’t. She knew that 
Peter wasn’t forgiving his brother. He was forgiving Hanna Carlton.  
*** 
Yes, and fuck him, Hanna Carlton thought. If anyone should be asking forgiveness, it should 
be the brothers Ampersand. 
*** 
‘First there was nothing, now there’s something, and what the hell am I supposed to do with 
that,’ Collin Ampersand said on the picnic blanket near a bridge with the names of lovers 
scratched into the rail. And it was true, perhaps, but only in the reverse order. 
 
 
245 
 
When Jeremy caused the apocalypse and put us all together, 
everyone who ever died and everyone who just died, and we were 
on his garden path, I saw Hanna.  
     She was naked, like almost everyone else, and I saw her, 
and she saw me.  
     I was with Peter.  
     I don’t know where Holly Vander went. 
      
 
Rule Nine: Write it all down, 
all of it.  
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I told everyone who ever existed how I’d make myself not exist anymore. It’s lickity-splits 
easy.  
      I’d just think it, is what I’d do, and then I’d be less than electricity. I’d be what Holly 
Vander was looking for when she opened the cupboard under the sink. 
     ‘And then, of course, I will ascend to the liminal,’ Belgrave said, ‘I will become Man-
God-Artist. Transcend the boundaries of form and inhabit the abstract.’ 
     ‘Like hell,’ Mrs Hobson said, and lobbed another pebble, but it missed, and hit some 
stranger to this book.  
     Collin Ampersand, three hundred and sixty five people to the right of Belgrave, his fingers 
firmly in his beard, and his new pants crisp and miraculous, raised his book in the air and 
said, ‘I’ve got it worked out. New rules, ways to be. It’s my greatest life work.’  
     ‘Fuck me,’ Peter Ampersand said, who was right next to Collin. ‘I love you 
Collin, but it’s been a real pleasure up here without your poetry flattening 
every conceivable experience.’ 
     Hanna Carlton snapped her head around to the voice then, found the face, and Me help 
her, she waved.  
     Peter clocked it, and then Collin saw what Peter was looking at, and Hanna did the 
happiest thing in this whole book. She flipped them both the bird, one on each hand, and she 
sang as loud as lungs would let her, ‘You were the worst parts of 
my life and I’m not going to let you be the worst 
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parts of my afterlife. So forgive this,’ she sang, waving her 
middle fingers around, and it was a beautiful song. 
*** 
A lot of marbles have scattered across the floor because of me. I created physics and biology 
and chemistry and limited edition playing cards, but it all amounts to a kind of chaos that 
works through the system.  
     And because I’m a nice duck, and not a mean duck, I decided I should do one truly mean 
thing before I uncreated myself. So I gave the job of looking after all that chaos to someone 
who didn’t want it.  
     Before I uncreated myself, I made Holly Vander the New Creator of the Universe. 
     And she saved everyone in this story. 
*** 
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The first thing Holly did as the New Creator of the Universe 
was she created the un-apocalypse. She sent nearly everyone 
back, made them right, and let them keep the memory of what 
happened if they wanted. 
     I’m second in charge up here, now, in Holly’s playground. 
She made me Assistant Editor of Morality. She said I was 
solipsistic enough to make some good changes. She’s keeping my 
commandments, but she added one herself.   
     Mrs Hobson stuck around, she plays pool with Darwin a 
lot.  
     And Hanna 
     Pete’s keeping on with his stupid show. And it is stupid, 
really stupid, but it made me laugh about the sixtieth time I 
saw it, so maybe there’s a timing factor. 
     Holly reincarnated Belgrave as a wombat.  
 
I haven’t read the end of my book. Just written in it, made my 
changes, my comments, so I only know about half of what went 
on after I died. That’s all it amounts to, me and my inches.  
  
Hanna went back. 
     To her life as a Librarian.  
     She asked for me and Peter to be cut out of her memory 
altogether.  
 
Holly has to remind me of the last rule all the time. 
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     It might be the best one.   
   
     Assistant Editor of Morality,  
     Collin Ampersand,  
     Heaven, 2017.  
 
Rule ten: be sad sometimes. 
It’s good for you.      
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